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The Prestige Contract
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Chapter 1 – The Arrival
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Linda Kane adjusted the strap of her designer clutch and took a deep breath as she stepped into the grand ballroom of the Ashton Hotel. Crystal chandeliers hung like frozen waterfalls, casting a warm glow across the polished marble floors. The scent of expensive perfume and champagne tickled her senses, but she didn’t have time to indulge—she was here on business, not pleasure.

Tonight was about finalizing a deal that could define her company’s next decade. And she wasn’t about to let anyone, no matter how charming, distract her.

Her heels clicked against the marble as she navigated past groups of chattering socialites and executives. That’s when she saw him.

Eric Blackwood.

He leaned casually against the bar, glass of whiskey in hand, exuding the kind of effortless confidence that made people either like him—or distrust him instantly. Linda’s pulse quickened, and she told herself it was only because he had a reputation. A good-looking, brilliant, dangerously ambitious reputation.

“Linda Kane,” a familiar voice said behind her. Claire, her younger sister, waved her over with a teasing grin. “You look like you just walked out of a fashion magazine. Don’t tell me you’re going soft on the gala scene now?”

Linda smiled faintly. “I’m still here for business, Claire. But thanks for the pep talk.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “Sure, business. That’s what everyone says until someone spills champagne on their designer dress.”

Linda laughed lightly, brushing off the comment, though her eyes kept flicking back to Eric. He was talking to a small group, but every so often, he looked her way, like a predator assessing his prey—or perhaps a businessman assessing a potential partner. The thrill of the unknown made her stomach flutter.

Their eyes met for a fraction of a second. It was enough. Eric raised his glass in a mock salute, and Linda felt a spark she couldn’t quite explain. She reminded herself firmly: this was strictly professional.

Then, without warning, a waiter tripped nearby, sending a tray of champagne glasses teetering toward Eric. In a fluid motion, he caught it with one hand, not spilling a drop. Linda blinked, impressed despite herself.

“Grace under pressure,” she muttered to herself, though she couldn’t hide the smirk that tugged at her lips.

“Indeed,” a deep voice said at her side. Linda turned sharply to find Eric standing there, taller than she’d realized, with a charming, almost infuriatingly confident smile.

“I don’t believe we’ve formally met,” he said, extending a hand. “Eric Blackwood.”

“Linda Kane,” she replied, shaking his hand firmly, careful not to let her nerves show.

“You’re here for the Kane Industries deal, I presume?” His eyes sparkled with curiosity. “I’d say we’re going to enjoy this little... negotiation.”

Linda’s brow arched. “Negotiation or challenge?”

He laughed softly, low and confident. “Maybe both. But I do admire a woman who knows exactly what she wants.”

And just like that, Linda felt the first stirrings of a tension that was more than professional. She reminded herself again: business first, distractions second.

Yet, as she walked away to greet other guests, she couldn’t shake the image of Eric leaning against the bar, watching her, calculating, intriguing—and utterly impossible to ignore.

Tonight, the gala had only just begun.
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Chapter 2 – Sparks Fly
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The next evening, Linda found herself at the rooftop lounge of the Ashton Hotel. The city lights twinkled like scattered diamonds below, and a gentle breeze ruffled her hair. She thought about the gala the night before and, reluctantly, about Eric Blackwood.

She didn’t want to admit it, but something about him had lingered in her mind—the confident tilt of his smile, the way he’d raised that glass at her across the room. She shook her head. Business first. Distractions second.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a familiar voice.

“Well, if it isn’t the most determined woman in the city,” Eric said, leaning casually against the railing with a glass of scotch in hand.

Linda froze for a second, then smiled. “Eric Blackwood. I should’ve guessed you’d show up somewhere glamorous.”

He grinned. “And I should’ve guessed you’d be here too. Can’t let the city think you’re easy to impress, can we?”

Linda raised an eyebrow. “Impressing me is going to take a little more than a rooftop view and a fancy drink.”

“Challenge accepted,” he replied smoothly, a playful sparkle in his eyes.

She tried to keep her expression neutral, but the corners of her lips twitched. Linda prided herself on being careful, measured, never letting emotions or impulses dictate her decisions. And yet, every word he spoke seemed to pierce that armor just a little.

Before she could respond, a waiter carrying a tray of hors d'oeuvres stumbled, sending a cascade of canapés toward Linda.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, instinctively stepping back.

Eric was faster. In one quick motion, he grabbed the tray, steadying it, and handed her a salmon tartlet with a wink.

“Careful,” he said, his voice low and teasing. “I’d hate to see you ruin that perfect outfit on your first night back.”

Linda’s cheeks warmed. “Thanks... I suppose.” She accepted the tartlet, trying to act unimpressed, though her heart raced.

He leaned slightly closer, close enough that the faint scent of his cologne brushed against her senses. “You know,” he murmured, “most people just stand there and get drenched in hors d'oeuvres. I like that you fight back.”

Linda’s lips curved into a small, reluctant smile. “I don’t usually trust men who look like they step out of a magazine to save me from a tray of food.”

Eric chuckled, a low, smooth sound that made her stomach flip. “I’m full of surprises. And sometimes, magazine looks help in negotiations.”

Linda couldn’t help but laugh, shaking her head. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet,” he said, his tone dropping just enough to make her pulse quicken, “you keep talking to me.”

Linda averted her eyes, trying to regain composure. Focus, Linda. He’s charming, yes. Distracting, absolutely. But business is still business.

Just then, her phone buzzed—a text from Claire reminding her of an early morning meeting. Linda excused herself politely. As she turned, Eric’s voice followed her:

“Think about it, Linda. I’m not done showing you surprises.”

She didn’t answer, but the flutter in her chest betrayed her.

As she walked away, she realized that for the first time in a long while, a distraction didn’t feel entirely unwelcome.
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Chapter 3 – The Contract
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Linda arrived at her office the next morning with a clear mind and a long to-do list. Meetings, calls, and reports consumed her schedule—but one thought lingered: Eric Blackwood. She scolded herself silently. Focus, Linda. He’s charming, but this isn’t about him. It’s about business.

Her phone buzzed with a message before she even reached her desk.

Eric B: We need to talk. My office. Now.

She frowned. The brevity was... unnerving. But curiosity won. She grabbed her laptop and stepped into the elevator, taking a deep breath.

Eric’s office was on the 42nd floor, a glass tower with a panoramic view of the city. He was standing by the window, arms crossed, his usual confident smile in place.

“Linda Kane,” he said, his voice smooth as silk. “You look... determined. I like that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You called me here. Let’s skip the compliments and get to the point.”

He chuckled, the kind of sound that made it impossible to ignore him. “Straight to business. I like it. That’s why I think you’re perfect for this.”

Linda tilted her head, skeptical. “For what exactly?”

Eric gestured toward a sleek folder on his desk. “The Prestige Contract.” He didn’t rush to explain, letting the name hang in the air like a challenge.

She approached cautiously. “Prestige... contract?”

“Yes,” he said, leaning against the desk, a spark of mischief in his eyes. “It’s a unique business proposal. Think of it as a partnership... but with flexibility. There are professional benefits, financial perks, and... personal allowances.”

Linda blinked. “Personal allowances?”

He shrugged, playful but serious. “Let’s just say it’s a contract that blurs the line between work and... other arrangements. I wouldn’t offer it to just anyone. You have qualities I respect—and need.”

Linda folded her arms, skepticism mixed with curiosity. “And what exactly do you want from me?”

“Collaboration,” he said simply, stepping closer. “Your brain, your skills, your influence... and, well, let’s admit it, your charm.”

Her heart skipped. Charm? That word felt loaded, heavy with implication. She tried to remain professional. “You mean my expertise, correct? Not... anything else?”

Eric tilted his head, his smile sly. “Everything has its price, Linda. Some prices are purely professional. Others... not so much. But you decide. You’re not the kind to sign something without thought, and I respect that.”

Linda’s pulse quickened. He was daring, confident, and undeniably magnetic. She knew the Prestige Contract wasn’t just a business proposal—it was a test. A challenge. And perhaps... an invitation.

She sighed, leaning against the desk. “You make it sound so tempting. But also... risky.”

“That’s the point,” he said, taking a step closer. The space between them shrank just enough to ignite a subtle, almost imperceptible tension. “Risk often comes with rewards.”

Linda swallowed hard. She didn’t answer immediately, letting the silence stretch. Her mind raced, calculating, weighing... but her body
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