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The boardroom hummed with low murmurs, the scent of expensive coffee and polished mahogany thick in the air. She didn’t glance toward the shadows at the far end of the table, though she’d felt the weight of his stare the moment she walked in. Lucas Graves. The man was a ghost in his own company–barely present, always watching. Rumor said he preferred the dark corners of the world, that he only surfaced when something–or someone–piqued his interest. And right now, his pen tapped a slow, deliberate rhythm against his portfolio. Click. Click. Click. Like a predator counting the beats before a strike. Emily exhaled, centering herself. The proposal in her hands was solid. Risky, but solid. And she wouldn’t let him unnerve her. 

»Gentlemen,« she began, »if we don’t pivot now, we lose the European market by Q4.«

Her voice didn’t waver. 

»We need to cut the dead weight.«

A murmur rippled through the room. The CFO shifted in his seat. The legal counsel frowned. And from the shadows, that pen kept tapping. Then–silence. A chair creaked as Lucas leaned forward, the dim light catching the sharp angles of his face. 

»Dead weight, Ms. Carter?«

His voice was low, rough. Like gravel dragged over silk. 

»You mean my brother’s division.«

The air thickened. Emily didn’t flinch. 

»I mean the division that’s bled us dry for three years.«

She held his gaze, even as her pulse hammered in her throat. 

»Sentiment doesn’t turn a profit.«

His lips curled–not quite a smile. 

»And you think you’re the one to make that call?«

»I think someone has to.«

A beat. Then his fingers stilled, the pen finally going quiet. The absence of sound was worse. 

»Prove it.«

He leaned back, eyes never leaving hers. 

»Convince me you’re not just another suit with a sharp tongue and no spine.«

The challenge hung between them, thick as the tension coiling in her stomach. Emily lifted her chin. 

»Gladly.«

Across the table, his knuckles whitened on the armrest. Just for a second. Then he smiled. And for the first time, she wondered if she’d just stepped into a trap–or thrown herself headfirst into the fire. Either way, she wasn’t backing down.

The boardroom emptied in hushed murmurs, the tension lingering in the air like a live wire. Emily gathered her files, fingers tightening around the edges as the adrenaline from the confrontation still hummed under her skin. She hadn’t flinched. Hadn’t backed down. And yet A shadow fell across her papers. 

»Leaving so soon, Ms. Carter?«

Lucas’ voice curled around her like smoke, deep and unmistakable. Close. Too close. She turned, and there he was–tall, imposing, his tailored suit doing nothing to soften the predatory stillness in his posture. The scent of his cologne hit her first–dark leather and something faintly dangerous, like the metallic tang before a storm. She forced her shoulders straight. 

»I have work to do.«

»Mmm.«

His fingers brushed hers as he handed back her report, his touch deliberate, lingering just a second longer than necessary. 

»Impressive presentation. Brutal, but thorough.«

The corner of his mouth twitched. 

»You don’t pull punches.«

Heat prickled where his skin had grazed hers. She fought the urge to rub at the spot, as if she could erase the sensation. 

»No point in wasting time with pretty lies.«

»No.«

His gaze dropped to her mouth, then lower–a slow, dragging look that made her pulse jump. 

»You don’t strike me as the type who enjoys pretty things, anyway.«

Her breath hitched. Was he–? Before she could retort, his thumb pressed lightly against the inside of her wrist, right where her veins fluttered beneath the skin. A single, searing point of contact. She could feel the steady thud of her heartbeat beneath his touch, betraying her. 

»Interesting,« he murmured, voice dropping even lower. 

»You don’t hesitate in front of a room full of men, but here, alone–your pulse is racing.«

She yanked her hand back, but not fast enough to miss the way his fingers tightened–just for a second–before letting go. 

»Feedback isn’t usually delivered in hallways, Mr. Graves.«

»No?«

He stepped closer, crowding her against the wall. The space between them vanished, his body blocking out everything else. His watch glinted in the low light, the second hand ticking steadily, counting down the silence. 

»Then where would you prefer it?«

The question hung between them, charged and deliberate. Her throat went dry. She could smell the faint hint of whiskey on his breath, see the flecks of gold in his otherwise dark eyes. Every rational thought in her head screamed to push him away, to reclaim the distance she always kept between herself and men like him. And yet Her traitorous body leaned in instead. His lips curved, slow and knowing. 

»That’s what I thought.«

A door slammed somewhere down the hall, breaking the moment. Emily jerked back, but Lucas didn’t move. He watched her, the amusement in his gaze sharpened by something darker. Hungrier. 

»Tomorrow,« he said, voice rough. 

»My office. Ten a. m.«

It wasn’t a request. She smoothed her skirt with trembling fingers, willing her voice steady. 

»And if I have other meetings?«

His grin was all teeth. 

»Cancel them.«

Then he was gone, his footsteps echoing down the corridor like the ghost of a threat. Emily exhaled, pressing her palms against the wall behind her. Her skin burned where he’d touched her. Her pulse still hadn’t settled. And for the first time in years, she had no idea what game she’d just stepped into. Only that she wanted to play.

The bar down the street was dim, the air thick with whiskey and the low hum of late-night conversations. Emily sat stiffly across from Lucas Graves, the conference table long abandoned in favor of something far more dangerous. His fingers tapped once against his glass–slow, deliberate. 

»You don’t drink?«

»Not with clients.«

Amusement flickered in his expression. 

»We’re well past client meetings, Emily.«

Her name in his mouth was a command, not a courtesy. She lifted her chin. 

»Habit.«

»Bad ones are meant to be broken.«

He pushed his untouched whiskey toward her, the ice clinking softly. She didn’t reach for it. Lucas leaned back, the leather booth creaking under his weight. His gaze was heavy, lingering on the way her fingers tightened around her water glass, the way her throat moved when she swallowed. 

»Tell me something honest,« he said. 

»About?«

»Why you’re still here.«

She forced a laugh, sharp enough to cut. 

»The contract isn’t signed yet.«

»No,« he agreed, voice rough as gravel. 

»But that’s not why you stayed.«

Heat crept up her neck. She knew better than to play these games, to let a man like him–all power and arrogance–see her flinch. And yet. She didn’t leave. A slow smirk curved his mouth. 

»You like the chase.«

»I don’t chase anything.«

»Liar.«

The word sent a shiver down her spine, because he was right. Because she could feel the pull between them like a live wire, humming with tension. His hand slid into his jacket pocket, pulling out a crisp, embossed card. He didn’t hand it to her. Instead, he dragged it slowly across the table, the textured stock catching against the wood. Her breath hitched. 
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