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  The Engagement Party


Lucas Sterling stood at the edge of the glittering ballroom, the Manhattan skyline twinkling beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows like a sea of distant stars. The engagement party had been orchestrated to perfection. Crystal chandeliers dripped light over tables draped in ivory silk, and the air carried the scent of expensive champagne and fresh-cut roses. At thirty-three, he knew how to command a room, but tonight the weight of expectation settled heavy on his broad shoulders. This was not love. This was strategy. 
His tech empire had conquered markets, yet merging with the Bedford family's old-money influence required a different kind of acquisition. Natasha Bedford. Twenty-five. Art curator. Graceful on the surface, or so the reports claimed. Lucas swirled the scotch in his glass, the ice clinking softly. He had agreed to the arrangement to secure alliances that would elevate his company into untouchable territory. Emotions had no place here. They never did.
"You look like you're calculating profit margins instead of preparing to greet your bride-to-be," a familiar voice said beside him. Aunt Cara, elegant in a sapphire gown that complemented her sharp features, offered a knowing smile. At fifty-five, she had orchestrated more society matches than he could count. Her warm demeanor hid a mind as sharp as his own.
"This is a merger, Aunt Cara. Nothing more," Lucas replied, his tone dry. He adjusted the cuff of his tailored tuxedo, the fabric stretching across his muscular frame. "Profits and legacies. Let's not pretend it's anything else."
She placed a hand on his arm. "Natasha has fire beneath that poise of hers. Give the girl a chance, Luke. Your uncle would have wanted you happy, not just secure."
The mention of his late uncle stung, but Lucas kept his expression neutral. Happiness was a luxury he had learned to live without after the losses that had hardened him. "Security is happiness in our world."
Before she could respond, the orchestra quieted and Richard Bedford stepped onto the raised platform at the far end of the room. Natasha's father cut an imposing figure with his silver hair and refined features, every inch the traditional patriarch. He tapped the microphone, and the crowd of New York's elite fell into an expectant hush.
"Ladies and gentlemen," Richard began, his voice carrying the weight of generations of wealth, "thank you for joining us on this momentous evening. The Bedford and Sterling families have long stood as pillars of this city. Today, we celebrate the union that will strengthen both our legacies."
Lucas's jaw tightened. Here it came. He scanned the room until his gaze locked on her. Natasha. She stood near her father, auburn hair swept into an elegant updo that exposed the graceful line of her neck. Her green eyes held a careful mask of composure, but he caught the subtle tension in her posture. The emerald gown she wore clung to her slender yet curvaceous figure, the neckline plunging just enough to hint at the swell of her breasts, the fabric skimming over rounded hips that made his fingers itch with unexpected awareness. She was beautiful. Dangerous, perhaps.
"It is with great pride," Richard continued, gesturing for Lucas and Natasha to join him, "that we announce the engagement of my daughter, Natasha Bedford, to Lucas Sterling."
Applause erupted. Cameras flashed from the perimeter where society photographers and a few carefully selected media outlets had been positioned. Lucas set his glass down and moved through the crowd with purposeful strides. He reached Natasha in moments, sliding a possessive arm around her waist. Her body stiffened against his touch, but she did not pull away. Not with every eye in the room fixed on them.
"Smile," he murmured close to her ear, his lips brushing the shell of it. Her perfume, something floral and expensive, filled his senses. "They are watching."
She turned her face toward him, her green eyes flashing with something that looked like resentment even as her lips curved into a perfect, practiced smile. "As if I could forget," she whispered back, her voice cultured and poised but edged with steel.
Cara and Richard beamed beside them. Richard raised his glass. "To the happy couple. May this alliance bring prosperity and... affection."
The word affection rang hollow in Lucas's ears. He kept his hand firmly at Natasha's lower back, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin silk of her gown. Guests surged forward to offer congratulations. Lucas nodded and offered his dry wit in response to their probing questions, all while keeping Natasha tucked against his side. She played her part well, laughing softly at the right moments, but he could feel the rigid tension in her frame. Every time his fingers flexed against her waist, she drew a shallow breath.
"You two make such a striking pair," one socialite gushed, her diamonds catching the light. "That tech brilliance with old-world elegance. The papers will eat this up."
"We are delighted to share this with everyone," Natasha replied smoothly, though Lucas noted how her fingers tightened around the stem of her champagne flute. He reached over and covered her hand with his, guiding the glass to her lips in a display of intimate care. She drank, but her eyes met his over the rim with clear challenge.
The photographers pressed closer. "A kiss for the announcement," one called out. "For the front page."
Lucas felt Natasha's pulse jump under his fingers where they rested on her wrist. This was the moment. Public scrutiny demanded performance. He turned her fully toward him, one hand cupping her jaw with careful command. "Time to sell it, darling," he said under his breath, his blue eyes locking onto her green ones.
Before she could protest, he lowered his head and captured her mouth in a kiss. It was meant to be brief, staged, appropriate for the setting. But the moment their lips met, something shifted. Her mouth was softer than he had anticipated, warm and yielding despite the tension in her body. He tasted the champagne on her tongue as the kiss deepened a fraction beyond what propriety allowed. Heat flared low in his gut. Her curves pressed against his chest, and he became acutely aware of the way her breasts rose and fell with quickened breath. She made a small sound against his lips, not quite a moan but enough to send a pulse of raw attraction through him.
For a heartbeat, she kissed him back. Then reality seemed to crash in. Natasha pulled away first, her cheeks flushed, green eyes bright with a mix of fury and something hotter. The cameras kept flashing, capturing every angle of their staged affection. Lucas kept his arm around her, his expression cool and satisfied for the crowd even as his blood ran hotter than it had any right to.
"Well done," he whispered against her temple, brushing a kiss there for good measure. His hand slid lower, resting just above the curve of her ass in a gesture that looked tender from a distance but felt like a claim up close. "Keep smiling. We are not finished yet."
The rest of the hour passed in a blur of forced displays. He guided her through the room, introducing her to key investors and allies. Each time he leaned in to speak privately in her ear, his lips grazing her skin, he felt her shiver. She played along, resting her hand on his chest, letting him pull her close for photographs. To the world, they looked like the perfect couple. Up close, the resentment simmered between them like a live wire.
Lucas could not deny the physical pull. Her body fit against his with disturbing perfection. The graceful line of her neck begged to be tasted. Those green eyes, when they met his in fleeting moments of privacy between conversations, held fire that made his dominant instincts rise. He wanted to test that fire. Break it open. But this was not the time.
Finally, when the crowd had thinned slightly and the orchestra struck up a new piece, Lucas tightened his grip on her elbow. "This way," he said, his voice low and authoritative. "We need a moment."
He steered her away from the main ballroom toward a private sitting room down a quiet hallway. The door clicked shut behind them, muffling the sounds of celebration. The room was smaller, furnished with dark wood and leather, a fire crackling in the marble hearth. Only one lamp glowed, casting intimate shadows.
Natasha immediately stepped away from him, crossing her arms over her chest. The movement pushed her breasts higher, and Lucas forced his gaze to remain on her face. Her green eyes blazed now that no cameras watched.
"How dare you," she said, her cultured voice cracking with fury. "That kiss was not necessary. Not like that."
Lucas leaned against the closed door, his tall frame blocking any easy exit. A smirk tugged at his lips despite the tension coiling in his muscles. "It was exactly what was necessary. The world expects a couple in love, Natasha. Not two strangers forced into a transaction. You felt the eyes on us. Every single one."
She paced a few steps, her gown whispering against the carpet. "This whole arrangement is a transaction. My father trading me like stock options to bolster your precious empire. I had a life. A career in the art world that I built. Now I'm expected to smile and pretend I'm thrilled to be your trophy wife."
Her words struck at the resentment he carried himself. Lucas pushed off the door and stalked closer, stopping just short of touching her. "You think I wanted this? I built my company with my own hands. I don't need your family's name. But the board sees value in the alliance. And your father made it clear the Bedford legacy requires fresh capital and protection. We both lose autonomy here, so spare me the spoiled socialite routine."
Natasha's cheeks flushed deeper. She lifted her chin, meeting his piercing blue eyes without flinching. The fire in her only heightened the attraction he had felt during their kiss. "Spoiled? I curate exhibitions that move millions in art. I have purpose beyond being arm candy for a controlling billionaire who probably hasn't felt a genuine emotion in years."
Lucas stepped even closer. The heat of her body radiated toward him. He could see the rapid rise and fall of her chest, the way her lips still looked slightly swollen from his mouth. "Careful, Natasha. You don't know me yet. But you will." His voice dropped to a commanding register. "That kiss proved there is chemistry here whether you want to admit it or not. Your body responded. Don't lie to yourself."
She laughed, but it sounded breathless. "Chemistry? That was acting. Nothing more. I resent every second of this sham, Lucas. The way you touched me out there, like you already own me. Your hand on my back. On my face. Like I'm some acquisition for your collection."
He reached out and caught her wrist, not roughly but with clear dominance. Her pulse raced under his thumb. "Because you are. For now. But acquisitions can be savored. Explored. You may resent this arrangement, but I saw the way you melted against me for those cameras. Your lips parted. Your breath caught. Tell me you didn't feel that spark."
For a moment, silence stretched between them. Her green eyes searched his face, resentment warring with the undeniable pull that crackled in the air. Lucas could smell her perfume again, mixed now with the faint scent of her arousal, subtle but there. His own body tightened in response, his cock stirring against the confines of his trousers. This woman, with her graceful poise and hidden fire, was going to test every ounce of his control.
Natasha jerked her wrist free, but she did not step back. "I felt nothing but the eyes of two hundred people judging whether we'd make a convincing couple. Don't mistake performance for desire, Mr. Sterling. I won't surrender my life or my body to a cold contract."
"Yet here we are," he countered, his tone instructional now, laced with teasing authority. "The announcement is made. The papers will run the photos by morning. You will move into my penthouse after the wedding, and we will make this work. For our families. And perhaps, in time, for ourselves."
She shook her head, auburn strands escaping her updo to brush her shoulders. The imperfection only made her more alluring. "You speak as if it's already decided. As if I have no choice but to fall in line with your commands."
"Because you don't," Lucas said simply. But even as the words left him, he felt the twist of his own internal conflict. He had guarded himself from attachment for years. This fiery, artistic woman threatened to crack those walls already, and they had barely begun. The resentment burned in both of them, yet so did the attraction. It hummed between their bodies like a live current.
A knock sounded at the door. Aunt Cara's voice carried through. "The guests are asking for the happy couple. Time to return to the spotlight."
Natasha smoothed her gown, composing her expression back into one of elegant reserve. But her eyes still held that defiant spark when they met his. "This isn't over," she said quietly.
Lucas offered his arm, his smile for the public already sliding back into place. As she took it
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