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Chapter 1
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The car door shut with a quiet thud, sealing me into the hush of the estate. Damp earth and cedar curled around me, the crisp October air doing nothing to ease the heat prickling at the back of my neck. Silence had stretched between us the entire ride. My fingers traced the seam of my blazer where wool met silk—a grounding habit, one I barely registered anymore. The driver had already vanished, leaving me alone at the foot of the gravel path that coiled up to the mansion. Morning light turned the stones into shattered glass beneath my Louboutins. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.  

Each step sounded too loud. Then—nothing. The plush velvet of the foyer rug swallowed all sound the moment I crossed the threshold. The sudden absence made my ribs tighten. »Mr. Thorne will see you in the library.« The housekeeper’s voice was smooth, at odds with the tension in her shoulders. She didn’t meet my eyes. »Is he expecting anyone else?« My words came out measured, careful. A pause, barely there. »No, Ms. Sterling. Just you.«  

Lemon polish hung in the air, undercut by something richer—amber or oud. Heavy. Deliberate. Like everything in this house, it felt calculated. My fingers flexed. The invitation had been formal—a handwritten note on thick cardstock, a weekend to discuss the merger—but the absence of other executives, the isolation of the estate, the way Damien’s gaze had lingered on me during our last meeting... It coiled in my stomach like a live wire. And yet. Here I was. Oil portraits lined the corridor, their eyes tracking me in my periphery. The walls drank sound, absorbing each click of my heels. Normally, I wielded silence like a blade. But this? This pressed in. Humid. Expectant. The library doors stood slightly ajar. I didn’t knock. Damien faced the window, a cut-crystal glass in hand. Light fractured across the Persian rug, shards of gold catching the rim. »You’re late,« he said without turning. A muscle in my jaw jumped. »The car was on time.«  

»I meant in general.«  

The words vibrated between us. When he finally turned, his smile was a slow thing. His gaze dragged down my body—not leering, but assessing. Old paper and whiskey clung to the air, undercut by bergamot. His cologne. »You didn’t mention it would just be us,« I said. His thumb circled the rim of his glass. »Would you have come if I had?«  

I didn’t answer. Silence stretched, taut, until he tilted his head—like watching a cornered animal choose between fight or flight. »What’s the agenda?« I crossed my arms. »Negotiations.« He sipped his drink. »Among other things.«  

His tone left no room for questions. The air prickled, charged. I should have left. But my feet stayed rooted, the bergamot curling around me like an invitation—or a dare. 

~  
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The housekeeper left me alone with nothing but the hum of tension and the slow swirl of Damien’s whiskey. Light cut across his profile—sharp cheekbone, shadowed stubble—but his expression gave nothing away. »I took the liberty of having your things brought to the master suite,« he said. »That wasn’t necessary.« Corporate armor, always the first line of defense. »I disagree.« His glass clicked against the table. »You’ll find a note there. Instructions for tonight.«  

Instructions.  The word slithered under my skin. »Is this part of the negotiation?«  

His lips curved—just enough to be dangerous. »Everything’s a negotiation, Evelyn.«  

I could’ve walked out. Could’ve called my assistant, summoned the car. But the way he said my name—like he already knew the weight of it—left me standing there, pulse fluttering under my ribs. 

~  
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The master suite door stood ajar, as if daring me to hesitate. Inside, dark wood and heavy drapes framed a low-burning fireplace. My suitcase sat neatly on the rack. But it wasn’t my things that caught my attention. On the bed,  a collar. Black leather, unadorned save for a silver nameplate. Beside it, a champagne flute sweated onto the nightstand. Ridiculous. A power play. Yet my fingers twitched. The metal was cold under my touch—unlike the heat creeping up my neck. I jerked my hand back. »Testing compliance already?« My voice was steadier than my pulse. A shadow shifted in the doorway. Damien leaned against the frame, watching me with that knowing look. »I’m testing curiosity.«  

»Same thing.« I scoffed—too forced. »Not even close.« He stepped inside, the bergamot-and-something-darker scent thickening the air. He didn’t touch the collar. Didn’t touch me. Just waited. »You’re expecting me to put it on.«  

»I’m expecting you to ask yourself why you want to.«  

Heat flared in my cheeks—anger, not anticipation. Definitely not. I grabbed the champagne just to have something to do. The bubbles burst against my lips, tart. »What’s your endgame?«  

»You’ll know.« He took a step—closing the distance. »When you’re ready to admit yours.«  

The glass trembled. He saw it. I set it down with deliberate care. »This is inappropriate.«  

»You’re still here.«  

His fingers brushed the collar—adjusting it. A challenge. I didn’t walk away. 

~  
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The study reeked of leather and cigar smoke—an unspoken threat. I lingered by the door as Damien settled into his chair, the leather sighing beneath him. »Sit, Evelyn.«  

I lifted my chin. »I prefer standing.«  

»Do you? Or just the illusion of control?«  

The jab landed, but I didn’t flinch. My gaze skirted the shelves—gilded titles, a glittering decanter—anything but his stare. »You wanted to talk. So talk.«  

»Three months,« he said, fingers steepled. »That’s all I’m asking.«  

»Three months of what?« My voice held steady, but my hands betrayed me, fidgeting with my purse strap. »You know.«  

A flush climbed my throat. »I don’t sign contracts I haven’t read.«  

»Then read it.«  

I reached for my phone—nothing. My stomach dropped. »Looking for this?« He held it between two fingers. »Give it back.«  

»Why? So someone can tell you what to do?«  

»That’s not—«  

»Isn’t it?« He set the phone just out of reach. »Every decision you’ve made has been dictated by someone else’s expectations. Your father’s. Your investors’. Even your assistant schedules when you eat.«  
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