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I adjusted the framed photo of my father one last time, my fingers lingering on the polished wood. Three months since his passing, and I still caught myself waiting for his advice before making decisions. Not today. The clock on my desk ticked forward, reminding me that in exactly fifteen minutes, Logan Brandt, corporate raider, alpha wolf, and would-be owner of Earth & Ember, would walk through my door, expecting an easy victory. He'd leave with nothing but a lesson in underestimation. I smoothed down my navy sweater and checked that my scent blockers were fresh. Let him think I was just another omega ready to fold. I'd been preparing for this meeting since the moment his assistant had called to "arrange a discussion about the future of your little company."

The fireplace in the corner of my office crackled, warming the space to a comfortable temperature that belied the January chill outside. I'd inherited my father's preference for the rustic-modern aesthetic that defined our brand, reclaimed wooden beams stretched across the ceiling, while the clean lines of my desk and shelving kept the space from feeling too cabin-like. Earth & Ember's best-selling ceramics lined the built-in shelves, their earth tones and subtle glazes catching the late afternoon light that streamed through the windows.

I crossed to the small sideboard and poured myself a glass of water, steadying my hands with a deep breath. Despite the scent blockers, I could smell my anxiety, faint traces of ink and cedarwood tinged with something sharper. Not that it mattered. Alphas like Logan Brandt didn't bother to read emotions; they simply imposed their will and expected compliance.

My father's voice seemed to whisper from the photograph: "Remember who you are, Fin. Remember what we built."

"I remember," I murmured, glancing at the sales reports spread across my desk. Earth & Ember wasn't just struggling, we were hemorrhaging money since Dad's unexpected heart attack. The artisans who'd followed him for twenty years were looking to me now, their livelihoods hanging in the balance. I'd spent every waking moment of the past three months learning the business from the ground up, but the numbers remained stubbornly red.

That didn't mean I was prepared to hand everything over to a corporate wolf who'd dismantle it for parts.

My assistant's voice came through the intercom. "Mr. Brandt has arrived, Finley. Ten minutes early."

Of course, he was early. Alphas like to throw you off-balance.

"Send him in, please," I replied, moving to stand by the fireplace rather than behind my desk. No hiding. No barriers. Just an omega who refused to be intimidated in his own territory.

The door opened, and the air in the room seemed to compress. Logan Brandt filled the doorframe with the easy confidence of someone accustomed to commanding attention. His charcoal suit was impeccably tailored to his broad shoulders, the fabric alone probably worth more than a month of our payroll. Dark hair cut precisely, strong jawline clean-shaven, and eyes that immediately assessed and dismissed every detail of my office.

Then those eyes landed on me, and I felt the full force of an alpha's scrutiny.

"Mr. Shaw." His voice was exactly what I'd expected, a deep baritone that probably served him well in boardrooms. He extended his hand. "Logan Brandt. Thank you for agreeing to meet on such short notice."

I stepped forward and took his hand. His grip was firm but not crushing. He was holding back, likely assuming I was delicate. The moment our skin connected, I caught a hint of his scent even through my blockers, something expensive with metallic undertones that pressed into the space like a physical presence.

"Mr. Brandt," I replied, keeping my voice steady. "You left little room for negotiation in your scheduling request."

A flicker of surprise crossed his face, so briefly I might have imagined it. "Time is valuable, especially when a company is in Earth & Ember's position." He glanced around the office, taking in the handcrafted furniture and local art. "Charming space. Your father had excellent taste."

The casual mention of my father sent a small spike of anger through me, but I channeled it into politeness. "Would you like coffee? Tea?"

"Black coffee, if it's not too much trouble."

I moved to the coffee station in the corner, another intentional choice. Let him watch me move around my own space with confidence. The ceramic mugs were Earth & Ember originals, their deep blue glaze our best-selling color last year.

"Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Brandt," I said as I poured the coffee. "Three hostile takeovers in the past year alone. Quite the achievement."

He accepted the mug with a practiced smile that didn't reach his eyes. "I prefer to think of them as rescue operations. Companies in distress, given new life through strategic restructuring."

"Is that what you call firing half the workforce and liquidating company assets?" I took my seat at the desk, gesturing for him to take the chair opposite.

He didn't sit immediately, instead moving to examine the pottery on the shelves. "You've done your research."

"Unlike what you might believe, Mr. Brandt, I'm not unprepared for this meeting."

He turned, one eyebrow raised. "Most people in your position would be grateful for a lifeline."

"Most people in my position haven't been offered one," I countered. "You're here to acquire our artisan contacts, our designs, and our brand reputation. The rest, including our people, is disposable to you."

Logan finally took his seat, crossing one leg over the other in a casual display of ease. His scent shifted subtly, that metallic edge growing sharper. "I see we're skipping the pleasantries. Fine. Earth & Ember has been operating at a loss for six months. Your father's medical bills sped up the decline, and you have approximately eight weeks before you'll be forced to lay off your artisans." He set his coffee down. "How am I doing so far?"

The accuracy of his assessment felt like a physical blow, but I kept my expression neutral. "You've read our financials. Congratulations on doing the bare minimum of due diligence."

A flash of irritation crossed his face before his professional mask returned. "Mr. Shaw...”

"Finley, please."

"Finley," he corrected, leaning forward slightly. "I'm not here to dismantle something beautiful. Earth & Ember has a passionate customer base and extraordinary craftsmanship. What it lacks is modern business acumen and the capital to expand beyond this..." he gestured vaguely at the window, which overlooked Emberridge's small downtown, “charming but limited market.”

I could almost believe his sincerity if I hadn't researched exactly what happened to the other companies he'd "rescued."

"And your solution is to acquire us at a fraction of our worth, move production overseas, and slap our logo on mass-produced knockoffs," I said, opening a folder on my desk. "I've prepared some notes on your previous acquisitions. I'm particularly interested in Riverview Textiles. They were a family-owned business too, weren't they? Before you gutted their workshop and moved production to Malaysia?"

Logan's posture shifted almost imperceptibly, his shoulders squaring as if preparing for combat. "Riverview's situation was entirely different."

"Was it? Because their former head of design works for us now." I slid a piece of paper across the desk. "This is the retention rate of skilled artisans after your acquisitions. Zero percent after eighteen months." I added another document. "And these are the quality ratings of products before and after Brandt Investments took over. Notice a pattern?"

The alpha's jaw tightened, and his scent grew more pronounced, that metallic edge now unmistakable even through my blockers. He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, invading my space ever so slightly. A classic alpha intimidation tactic.

"I came here expecting a reasonable discussion about saving jobs and preserving a legacy," he said, his voice dropping lower. "Not accusations from someone who's been running a business for all of three months."

I refused to lean back, meeting his gaze directly. "And I expected an honest proposal, not a predatory takeover disguised as a rescue."

Logan set his coffee mug down with controlled precision. "Five million dollars is more than generous for a company bleeding money in a dying industry."

"Our industry isn't dying, Mr. Brandt. It's evolving. People increasingly value authenticity and craftsmanship." I kept my voice level, even as I felt my omega instincts urging me to appease the clearly irritated alpha. "And five million barely covers our property value, let alone our intellectual property and artisan relationships."

"Those relationships won't matter when you can't make payroll next month," Logan countered.

"We'll make payroll."

"With what? Magic and good intentions?" A hint of condescension crept into his tone. "Look, I understand this company was your father's life's work. I respect that attachment. But sentimental value doesn't pay bills."

The mention of my father again. My hands tightened around the edge of my desk, but I kept my expression neutral. "Earth & Ember isn't for sale, Mr. Brandt. Not to you, not to anyone."

Logan stared at me for a long moment, his gray eyes narrowing slightly as if seeing me for the first time. He leaned back in his chair, one hand absently adjusting his tie, a gesture that seemed more contemplative than nervous.

"Every company has its price," he finally said, his voice softening to something almost intimate. "What's yours, Finley? What would it take for you to recognize that this is the best option for everyone involved?"

The shift in his approach was both calculated and effective. I could feel my resolve wavering under his focused attention. His scent had changed too, the aggressive metallic notes receding beneath something warmer, inviting. I wondered if he even realized he was using his alpha biology as a negotiation tactic.

I stood up, needing to break the subtle influence he was exerting. "Would you like to see our workshop? Since you're so concerned about our artisans, perhaps you should meet them."

The sudden change of subject caught him off guard. "That's unnecessary...”

"I insist," I said, already moving toward the door. "You should understand exactly what you're trying to acquire."

Logan rose, his height advantage immediately apparent as he towered over me. For a moment, irritation flashed across his features. He wasn't used to having his conversational control redirected.

"Another time, perhaps," he said smoothly, buttoning his suit jacket with practiced ease. "I have calls scheduled with my Tokyo office in thirty minutes."

"Of course," I replied, matching his professional tone. "Your assistant mentioned you're only
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