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  Rekindled Sparks at the Launch


Lisella Marquez stood in the center of her empty dining room, hands on her hips, and let the silence settle around her like a well-worn apron. The space smelled of fresh paint and lemon oil, the long tables still bare, the pendant lights casting warm pools across polished wood. She had built this herself. Every permit, every menu draft, every late-night argument with suppliers had been hers alone. No one to lean on, no one to disappoint. Just the way she liked it. 
She smoothed her black chef coat over her curves and checked her reflection in the window. Dark curls were pinned back in a loose knot, a few strands already escaping around her face. Expressive brown eyes stared back, steady and focused. Independence looked good on her. It had to.
The front door opened with a soft chime. Malina poked her head in, short black hair tousled, eyes bright. "Everything's prepped in the back, Chef. Staff's ready for the walk-through in twenty. You good?"
"I'm good," Lisella said, though the tightness in her chest disagreed. "Go make sure the wine fridge is stocked. I'll be right there."
Malina lingered a second longer than necessary, then nodded and disappeared. Lisella exhaled and turned toward the kitchen pass, already running through the night's specials in her head. This launch was hers. No ghosts allowed.
The door chimed again.
She heard the low murmur of voices first, then footsteps. Heavy, confident. When she stepped into the main room, the investor her lawyer had mentioned only as "the new silent partner" stood just inside the entrance, framed by the soft light from the street.
Azela Cortez.
The air left her lungs in one sharp pull. Six years. He looked older in the best way, broader through the shoulders, silver threading his dark hair at the temples. Tailored charcoal suit, hazel eyes that locked on hers without hesitation. Recognition hit like a pan dropped on tile.
"Lisella," he said, voice smooth, commanding, exactly as she remembered. "It's been a long time."
Her fingers curled against her thighs. "Azela. What are you doing here?"
He stepped closer, and the space between them seemed to shrink. "I invested. The papers were finalized yesterday. I wanted to see the space before the crowd arrives."
She laughed once, short and disbelieving. "Of course you did. You couldn't just wire the money like a normal silent partner."
"I was never very good at staying silent where you're concerned."
The words landed low in her belly. She straightened her spine, refusing to let the heat show. "Fine. You want a tour? Let's get it over with. Malina can handle the staff."
She led him through the dining room first, pointing out the layout, the lighting, the custom banquettes. He followed close, close enough that she caught the faint scent of his cologne, something cedar and clean that pulled memories she had buried years ago. Every time she gestured, his gaze followed her hands, then returned to her face.
In the kitchen, the stainless steel gleamed under the lights. She explained the station setup, the new convection ovens, the walk-in. Azela listened, but his attention kept drifting to the line of her neck when she leaned over the prep table, to the way her coat pulled across her hips.
"You always did move like you owned every room you entered," he said quietly as she straightened.
She turned, and they were suddenly too close. The edge of the table pressed against her lower back. "Don't do that. Don't act like you still know me."
"I know enough." His hand lifted, not quite touching, hovering near her elbow. "You built all of this. Alone. I'm impressed, Izzy."
The old nickname slipped out. She felt it like a spark along her skin. "It's Lisella. And I didn't need your money or your approval to get here."
"You have both anyway." His voice dropped, lower, rougher. "The investment is already transferred. The restaurant opens tonight regardless. But I wanted to see you. To tell you I never stopped watching what you became."
She pushed past him, needing space, but he caught her wrist lightly, thumb brushing once over her pulse. The touch burned. She yanked free, heart hammering.
"We need to talk about the divorce," she said, voice tight. "About why you left when things got hard. About the promises you broke. I won't pretend this is just business if you're going to stand there looking at me like that."
Azela's jaw tightened, but he didn't step back. "I was young. Arrogant. I thought I could give you the world and still keep my freedom. I was wrong. Every day since, I've regretted walking away instead of fighting for us."
She searched his face, looking for the lie, finding only steady hazel eyes and the same hunger that had once undone her. The kitchen felt smaller, hotter. Her skin prickled under the coat.
"I built this place so I wouldn't need anyone," she whispered. "Especially not you."
"And yet here I am." He reached out again, this time brushing a stray curl behind her ear. The contact lingered, deliberate. "I won't interfere with your kitchen. Creative control stays yours. But I won't pretend the chemistry died with the marriage either."
Lisella swallowed. Her body remembered him too well, the weight of his hands, the way he had always known exactly how to touch her. She stepped back, breaking the spell.
"Professional boundaries," she said. "From this moment forward. You stay out of the day-to-day unless I ask. No late-night visits. No revisiting the past unless it's about the restaurant. I agree to the investment because the money is already here and I refuse to let pride sink what I've built. But that's all it is."
Azela nodded once, slow. "Understood. For now."
She turned away, already feeling the pull of his gaze on her back. The launch would start in an hour. Guests would fill the space. She would smile, plate dishes, and pretend her ex-husband's presence didn't set every nerve alight.
But the heat between them had never truly gone out. And as she walked toward the dining room, she felt it flare again, low and insistent, promising that professional boundaries would be the first thing to burn.






  
  Contract Negotiations Ignite


Lisella paced the small office at the back of the restaurant, the contract spread across the desk like a challenge she couldn't ignore. Last night's launch had gone flawlessly, the dining room packed with critics and friends, but Azela's presence lingered in every corner. He'd stayed in the shadows, watching her plate dishes and charm the room, his hazel eyes never straying far. Now here she was, forced into this formal meeting to finalize the investment details, and the air already felt thick with everything left unsaid. 
She adjusted her fitted blouse, the fabric clinging to her curves, and tried to focus on the numbers. Creative control stayed hers. That was non-negotiable. But the fine print about investor oversight on expansions made her stomach twist. She wouldn't let him chip away at her independence, not after she'd clawed her way here alone.
The door opened and Azela stepped inside, suit jacket slung over one arm, sleeves rolled to his forearms. He looked every inch the commanding investor, broad shoulders filling the frame. "Lisella. Let's get this done."
She didn't smile. "Sit. My lawyer sent the revisions. You want more say in the menu direction? That's not happening."
He dropped into the chair across from her, eyes locking on hers with that familiar intensity. "I'm not trying to run your kitchen. But if I'm putting up the capital for growth, I need input on timelines. You're being stubborn about the timeline for the second location."
"Stubborn? I'm protecting what I built." Her voice sharpened. "You don't get to waltz in and dictate how fast I expand. This is my restaurant, Azela. Not ours."
The argument over terms heated quickly. He pushed back on profit shares and decision rights, citing business sense, while she countered with sharp reminders that her culinary vision had gotten them here. Accusations started slipping in between the clauses.
"You always did this," she said, leaning forward. "Pushing your way into things that weren't yours. It's why we didn't last. You couldn't let me have my own space even then."
Azela's jaw clenched. "Don't rewrite history, Izzy. I left because you pushed me away every time I tried to help. You wanted the career more than the marriage, and I was too young to fight for both."
Her cheeks flushed hot. The words stung, but she fired back. "You walked out when things got real. Don't blame me for your cold feet. I built this place without you, and I'll keep it that way."
The tension snapped. Azela stood, shoving the contract aside. "We're not signing anything until we clear the air. Kitchen. Now."
She followed him out, heels clicking on the tile, the empty restaurant amplifying every step. The kitchen gleamed under the low lights, prep tables bare, the air cool but charged. As soon as the door swung shut behind them, the argument reignited.
"You think money gives you the right to dig up the past?" Lisella snapped, facing him across the stainless steel table. "We divorced for a reason. You don't get to play savior now."
"Savior?" He stepped closer, voice low and commanding. "I'm here because I never stopped wanting you. That fire between us didn't die, no matter how much you pretend it did."
She opened her mouth for another retort, but he closed the distance. His hand gripped her waist, pulling her against him. The contact ignited everything at once. Anger mixed with raw need, and she shoved at his chest even as her body arched into his.
"This doesn't change anything," she hissed, but her fingers already tangled in his shirt. "You're still the man who left."
"And you're still the woman who drove me away with that stubborn pride." His mouth crashed down on hers, rough and demanding. The kiss tasted like frustration and years of pent-up desire. She bit his lower lip, tasting copper, and he groaned, spinning her to press her back against the prep table.
The cold metal bit into her thighs as he lifted her onto it. Her legs wrapped around his hips without thought, pulling him closer. Hands roamed with angry urgency. He yanked her blouse open, buttons scattering across the floor, and palmed her breasts through the lace of her bra. She gasped, nipples hardening under his touch.
"Fuck, you feel the same," he muttered against her neck, teeth grazing skin. "Hot and wet already, aren't you?"
Lisella's hands worked his belt, freeing him with impatient tugs. His cock sprang free, thick and hard, and she wrapped her fingers around it, stroking once with deliberate pressure. "Don't talk. Just fuck me like you mean it."
Azela shoved her skirt up, fingers hooking into her panties and yanking them aside. He found her slick folds, sliding two fingers deep without warning. She cried out, hips bucking against the invasion, the stretch burning in the best way. He pumped them hard, thumb circling her clit, building the heat until her thighs trembled.
"You're dripping for me," he said, voice rough with command. "Say it. Tell me you want this cock inside you."
"I want it," she admitted through clenched teeth, anger fueling the admission. "Now, Azela. Don't make me wait."
He withdrew his fingers and lined up, thrusting into her in one deep stroke. The prep table rattled under them as he filled her completely, stretching her walls with his girth. Lisella's head fell back, a moan tearing free. He didn't give her time to adjust, pulling back and slamming in again, the rhythm fast and punishing.
Each thrust sent sparks through her body. Her breasts bounced with the force, his hands gripping her hips hard enough to leave marks. She clawed at his back, nails digging through his shirt, meeting every snap of his hips with her own. The kitchen filled with the wet slap of skin, her gasps, his low grunts.
"Harder," she demanded, legs locking tighter. "Make me forget why I hate you right now."
Azela obliged, angling deeper, hitting that spot inside
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