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  The Contract Clause


The will sat open on Valina Carmine's mahogany desk like a loaded weapon. 
She had read the clause seven times. Each pass drove the words deeper into her skull, sharp and unforgiving. Marriage within six months of my passing. Proof of cohabitation. Joint appearance in public and private capacities.
Her father's final move. One last power play from the grave.
Valina pressed her palms flat against the polished wood and forced herself to breathe. The morning light streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows of her corner office, catching the dust motes suspended in the air. Below, the Miami skyline glittered with the promise of empire. Her empire. If she could figure out how to claim it.
She reached for her phone and hit the intercom.
"Get Mendoza in here. Now."
Her assistant's voice came back tinny and nervous. "Mr. Mendoza is in a meeting with the acquisitions team, Ms. Carmine. Should I..."
"I don't care if he's negotiating with the President of the United States. Get him in here."
She ended the call and stood, pacing to the window. The will's language burned in her memory. Her father had always been a strategist, a man who played the long game. But this? This was cruelty dressed as practicality.
Marriage. Of all the archaic, patriarchal bullshit.
The door opened without a knock.
Rafael Mendoza filled the frame like he owned it, broad shoulders straining against the fabric of his charcoal suit. His dark eyes swept the room before landing on her, and something flickered in their depths. Annoyance. Curiosity. Maybe something else she couldn't quite name.
"You pulled me out of a meeting with Goldman Sachs," he said, his voice low and even. "This better be important."
Valina turned fully to face him. "Close the door."
He raised an eyebrow but complied, the click of the latch echoing in the sudden silence. He didn't sit. Didn't move from his position near the entrance. Just stood there, arms crossed, watching her with that infuriating stillness that had driven her crazy for the three years they'd worked together.
"Did you know?" she asked.
"Know what?"
"About the clause. In my father's will."
Something shifted in his expression. A crack in the stoic facade. "I was present when it was read. Along with the lawyers and the board."
"And you didn't think to mention it to me?"
Rafael's jaw tightened. "I assumed your lawyers would brief you. And frankly, I didn't think it was my place to deliver news that personal."
"Personal." Valina laughed, the sound sharp and hollow. "It's a marriage requirement. A clause that says I have to be married within six months or I lose everything. Everything my father built. Everything I've worked for."
She watched him process the information, his dark eyes narrowing. He uncrossed his arms and took a step closer.
"What are you planning to do about it?"
The question hung between them, heavy with implication.
"I'm going to find a husband," Valina said, her voice steady despite the chaos in her chest. "Someone I can control. Someone who understands this is a business arrangement and nothing more."
Rafael's mouth curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "And you called me in here because you want my recommendation? My Rolodex of eligible bachelors?"
"No." She walked around her desk, close enough to catch the scent of his cologne. Sandalwood and something darker. "I called you in here because I want you to be that person."
The silence that followed was absolute.
Rafael stared at her, his expression unreadable. "You're joking."
"I don't joke about my inheritance."
"Valina..."
"Ms. Carmine," she corrected automatically, then shook her head. "Listen to me. You're the CFO. You know this company inside and out. You're credible, presentable, and you have no romantic entanglements that I'm aware of. Six months. We pretend to be married. We live together, attend events together, convince the board and my father's lawyers that this is real. And then we quietly divorce, you get a substantial severance package, and I get my company."
Rafael ran a hand over his jaw, the rasp of stubble against his palm audible in the quiet room. "You've thought this through."
"I've had less than an hour to think it through. That's all I needed."
"An hour and you decided to propose marriage to your CFO."
"A marriage in name only."
"A marriage in name only," he repeated, the words tasting strange on his tongue. "And what exactly does this arrangement entail?"
Valina moved back to her desk, pulling open a drawer and extracting a legal pad. She had already started drafting terms. "Six months. Cohabitation at my waterfront property. Joint appearances at all required family and business functions. No actual romantic involvement."
"No romantic involvement," Rafael echoed. His voice had dropped lower, taking on an edge she hadn't heard before. "And what happens when we have to kiss at the wedding ceremony? Or hold hands at dinner? Or look at each other like we actually want to be in the same room?"
"We act. We're both professionals. We can handle a little performance."
He moved closer, rounding the desk until he stood directly beside her. Close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off his body. Close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes.
"Performance," he said, the word a caress. "And what about the nights? The shared bedroom? The photographers who might follow us home?"
"We'll have separate bedrooms. The house has six of them."
"And the attraction?"
Valina's breath caught. "What attraction?"
Rafael's hand came up, his fingers brushing a strand of hair from her face. The touch was featherlight, barely there, but it sent a current through her entire body. Her skin prickled where his fingertips grazed her temple, and something warm and unwelcome pooled low in her belly.
"Don't play dumb, Ms. Carmine. It doesn't suit you."
She stepped back, putting distance between them. Her heart hammered against her ribs. "There are ground rules. No sex. No intimacy beyond what's required for appearances. This is a business arrangement, nothing more."
"Nothing more," he repeated, his eyes dark with something she didn't want to name. "And what's in it for me?"
"Five million dollars. Paid upon successful completion of the six-month term. Plus a bonus structure tied to company performance."
Rafael let out a low whistle. "You're serious."
"I'm always serious."
He studied her for a long moment, his gaze traveling over her face like he was reading a contract. Then he nodded slowly.
"I want it in writing. Every term, every condition, every exit clause. And I want my lawyer to review it before I sign."
"Done."
"And I want one more thing."
Valina's eyes narrowed. "What?"
Rafael stepped closer again, his body blocking the light from the window. "When we're in public, when we're playing this game, I make the calls. I decide when to touch you, when to kiss you, when to look at you like I want to devour you. You trust my instincts, or this doesn't work."
The demand sent heat spiraling through her stomach. "That's not in the contract."
"It's in the spirit of the contract. You want me to sell this? I need control over the performance."
Valina held his gaze, weighing the risk. Giving him control, even in public, felt dangerous. Felt like stepping onto a ledge without a railing.
But she needed him. Needed this deal to work.
"Fine," she said, the word scraping past her throat. "But the private boundaries remain. No sex. No real intimacy. This is a job."
Rafael smiled then, a slow, devastating curve of his lips. "Understood, Ms. Carmine."
She turned back to her desk, pulling out the contract she had already drafted. The pages were crisp and clean, the terms laid out in black and white. She slid them across the polished surface toward him.
"Read it. Sign it. And then we have dinner reservations at seven."
Rafael picked up the contract, his eyes scanning the first page. "Dinner?"
"The first public appearance. We need to be seen together. Start building the narrative."
"Right." He pulled a pen from his jacket pocket and signed without reading further. The gesture was bold, almost reckless, and it made Valina's pulse skip.
"Don't you want to read the rest?"
"I trust you to be thorough." He slid the contract back to her. "And I trust myself to hold up my end of the bargain."
Valina signed her name beneath his, the ink sealing their agreement. A fake marriage. Six months. No sex. No feelings.
Simple.
The restaurant was one of those places where the lighting was deliberately dim and the wine list cost more than most people's rent. Valina had chosen it for the privacy, the tucked-away booths, the staff who knew better than to gossip.
She wore a red dress that clung to her curves like a second skin. Professional. Confident. A statement. The neckline dipped low enough to hint at the swell of her breasts, and the fabric shifted over her hips with every step. She felt his eyes on her the moment he arrived, tracking the movement of her body with an intensity that made her skin flush.
Rafael sat across from her in a dark suit, his tie loosened just enough to suggest he was comfortable. Relaxed. The picture of a man enjoying an evening with his partner.
Except nothing about this evening felt relaxed.
His hand found hers across the table, his fingers interlacing with her own. The touch was warm and deliberate, a public display that sent a shock through her system. His palm was rough against hers, the pads of his fingers pressing into the sensitive skin between her knuckles. She could feel the heat of him spreading up her wrist, her forearm.
"You're tense," he said, his voice low enough that only she could hear.
"I'm fine."
"You're gripping my hand like it's a lifeline."
Valina forced herself to loosen her hold. "I'm not used to this."
"Neither am I. But we have to sell it."
She nodded, taking a sip of her wine. The cabernet was rich and dark, coating her tongue with notes of blackberry and oak. She focused on the taste, on the warmth spreading through her chest, anything to distract from the awareness of his thumb tracing slow, deliberate circles on her skin. Each rotation sent a tiny pulse of sensation traveling up her arm, settling somewhere she didn't want to acknowledge.
The waiter arrived, and Rafael ordered for both of them without consulting her. The gesture was possessive, deliberate, and it made her stomach flip.
"When we're here," he said after the waiter left, "when we're in public, I need you to look at me like you want me."
"I don't..."
"Look at me like you want me," he repeated, his voice dropping to a whisper that vibrated against her ear. "Like I'm the only man in this room. Like you can't wait to get me home."
Valina's breath hitched. She met his eyes, and something shifted in the air between them. The game became real. The performance became truth.
She let her gaze soften, let her lips part slightly, let the mask of the CEO fall away to reveal something hungrier underneath. She imagined what it would feel like to have those hands on her body, to have that mouth on her neck, to feel the weight of him pressing her into the mattress. The fantasy bloomed unbidden, and she let it color her expression.
"Like this?" she asked, her voice barely audible.
Rafael's hand tightened on hers. His eyes darkened, pupils dilating in the dim light. She watched his jaw clench, watched the muscle in his cheek twitch as he fought to maintain control. The evidence of his reaction sent a thrill through her that had nothing to do with business.
"Just like that."
The dinner passed in a blur of charged glances and accidental touches. His foot brushed against hers under the table, his calf sliding along the length of hers until she felt the contact in places far more intimate than her leg. She pressed back, testing, and watched his nostrils flare. The game had rules, but the playing field was uneven, and neither of them seemed to remember whose turn it was.
His hand found the small of her back as they left the restaurant, his palm hot and broad against the exposed skin above her dress. His fingers splayed wide, claiming territory, and she felt the touch like a brand. Every nerve ending in her body redirected to that single point of contact. She could feel her own pulse throbbing between her legs, a steady ache that had been building since he first took her hand.
His lips ghosted across her cheek in a kiss that lingered a beat too long. His mouth was warm, his breath hot against her skin, and he let his lips drag across the corner of her mouth without quite touching it. The almost-kiss was worse than the real thing. It promised everything and delivered nothing, leaving her dizzy and wanting.
"You smell incredible," he murmured against her ear, low enough that only she could hear. "Like you want to be tasted."
The words went straight to her core. She clenched her thighs together, trying to ignore the wetness pooling there, the desperate throb of arousal that had no place in a business arrangement.
By the time
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