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Terms & Temptations

ACT I — The Arrangement 

Chapter 1 – The Offer
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The first thing Brianna Hale noticed about the young man was that he didn’t look at her.

It wasn’t arrogance—she knew arrogance intimately, wore it like tailored silk when needed. No, this was something else. A quiet indifference. A disinterest so complete it felt almost deliberate.

And in a room where every glance bent subtly toward her—where influence hummed beneath polished laughter and crystal glasses—that absence stood out like a crack in glass.

Brianna lifted her champagne, not to drink, but to buy herself a moment longer to observe him.

He stood near the far end of the gallery, half-shadowed beneath a sculptural installation of hanging steel ribbons. While others circled the artist with eager smiles and strategic compliments, he lingered alone, hands in the pockets of a well-fitted but not extravagant suit. Dark hair, slightly unruly. Posture relaxed, but not careless. Watching, not performing.

Interesting.

“Bored already?”

The voice at her side belonged to Charles Whitmore—predictable, aging, and currently too close. Brianna didn’t turn.

“I don’t get bored,” she replied smoothly. “I disengage.”

Charles chuckled, as though she had offered him something clever instead of a dismissal. “Dangerous distinction.”

“Yes,” she said lightly, finally shifting her gaze toward him. “For some.”

He missed the warning. They always did.

“Come, there’s someone I want you to meet,” he continued, already reaching toward her elbow.

Brianna stepped away before contact could be made. “Later.”

Her eyes had already drifted back across the room.

The young man had moved.

Now he stood closer to a large abstract canvas—bold strokes of crimson and black, aggressive and unresolved. He studied it with a focus that felt... real. Not the performative appreciation of collectors or investors. Something quieter. Personal, even.

He tilted his head slightly, as though trying to understand something beneath the surface.

Brianna found herself walking before she had fully decided to.

—
[image: ]


Leon noticed her when she was still a few steps away.

Not because of her dress—though it was impossible to ignore, a deep emerald silk that caught the light like water—but because the energy around her shifted the room. Conversations softened, attention redirected. People made space without realizing they were doing it.

Power. Not loud, but absolute.

He had seen it before. Just rarely this... refined.

He turned back to the painting as she approached, not out of disrespect, but because he wasn’t interested in playing the same game everyone else seemed to be playing tonight.

“Do you like it?” she asked.

Her voice was low, controlled, the kind that didn’t need volume to command attention.

Leon glanced sideways at her. Up close, she was even more striking—not in a youthful, obvious way, but in something sharper. Precision. Experience. Eyes that missed nothing.

“It’s honest,” he said.

A pause.

“Honest?” she repeated.

“Yeah.” He nodded toward the canvas. “It doesn’t pretend to be finished.”

That caught her.

Brianna studied him now, openly. “Most people would call it incomplete.”

“Most people like things tied up neatly.” He shrugged. “This isn’t.”

A faint smile touched her lips—unexpected, and quickly gone.

“And you prefer things unfinished?” she asked.

“I prefer things real.”

Their eyes met fully then.

There it was.

Not indifference—not entirely. Awareness. Calculation, maybe. But not the usual hunger. Not the immediate recognition of who she was and what she represented.

“How unusual,” Brianna murmured.

“For a painting?” he asked.

“For a person.”

He huffed a quiet laugh. “You say that like I’m the exhibit.”

“Aren’t you?”

That made him look at her properly.

Not as a passing curiosity. Not as background. As an equal in the moment.

“Depends,” he said. “Are you collecting?”

The boldness should have been irritating.

Instead, Brianna felt something flicker—something dangerously close to amusement.

“Sometimes,” she said. “When something is worth acquiring.”

“And what makes something worth it?”

“Rarity. Utility. The potential for return.”

Leon’s gaze sharpened slightly. “You talk about people like assets.”

“I talk about everything like assets.”

“Efficient.”

“Accurate.”

He studied her for a beat longer than was polite. Then: “And what’s your return on investment with me?”

Direct.

Good.

Brianna set her glass down on a passing tray without breaking eye contact.

“That depends on whether you’re interested in an offer.”

There it was.

Most men, at this point, leaned forward. Curiosity laced with eagerness. Greed, sometimes poorly disguised.

Leon didn’t move.

“What kind of offer?” he asked.

“A mutually beneficial arrangement,” she said. “Defined terms. Clear expectations.”

He didn’t interrupt. Didn’t react outwardly.

So she continued.

“Your time, your discretion, your presence—when required.” Her tone remained even, almost clinical. “In return, financial compensation. Generous. Consistent. Without complication.”

Now he smiled—but it wasn’t the response she was used to.

It was smaller. Knowing.

“You do this often?” he asked.

“Only when I see value.”

“And you see that in me.”

“I wouldn’t be standing here otherwise.”

Leon glanced around the gallery, then back at her. “You don’t even know what I do.”

“I know what I need.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” she agreed. “It’s more important.”

A beat passed between them—thick, charged, balanced on something neither of them named.

“And what are the rules?” he asked finally.

“Simple,” Brianna said. “Discretion is absolute. Availability is negotiated. Emotional involvement is... discouraged.”

“Discouraged,” he echoed.

“I prefer clarity over illusion.”

“And if someone ignores that preference?”

“Then the arrangement ends.”

Clean. Final. Controlled.

Leon considered that.

“You make it sound very easy,” he said.

“It is,” Brianna replied. “If both parties understand what they’re agreeing to.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then they shouldn’t accept.”

Another silence.

This one different.

He wasn’t weighing the money—she could tell. Not directly. He was assessing her. The structure. The intent beneath the words.

“You’re not used to being questioned, are you?” he said.

“On the contrary,” she replied smoothly. “I’m just not often impressed by the questions.”

That earned a real smile.

“Fair.”

He stepped a fraction closer—not enough to invade, just enough to shift the dynamic.

“And what makes you think I’d agree to something like that?” he asked.

Brianna met him without flinching.

“Because you haven’t walked away.”

Their proximity altered the air between them.

Close now, she could see the subtle details—the steadiness in his expression, the absence of nervous energy. He wasn’t pretending confidence.

He had it.

“Maybe I’m just curious,” he said.

“Curiosity is a start.”

“And what happens after that?”

“That depends,” Brianna said softly, “on whether curiosity turns into interest.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then we finish our drinks,” she said, though neither of them was holding one anymore, “and never speak again.”

Leon let out a quiet breath, somewhere between a laugh and something else.

“You’re very certain of yourself.”

“I have reason to be.”

“I don’t doubt that.”

He hesitated then—not uncertain, but thoughtful.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s say I’m listening.”

Brianna reached into her clutch and withdrew a slim card. No flourish, no hesitation.

Just intent.

She held it out to him.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Ten o’clock. If you’re still curious.”

Leon looked at the card, but didn’t take it immediately.

Instead, his eyes lifted to hers again.

“And if I’m not?”

“Then you won’t come.”

Simple. No pressure. No chase.

After a moment, he took the card.

Their fingers didn’t touch—but it felt like they had.

“Leon,” he said.

“I didn’t ask.”

“I know.” A slight tilt of his head. “But now you don’t have to guess.”

Something in her expression shifted—subtle, but real.

“Brianna,” she replied.

“I figured.”

Of course he had.

She stepped back then, reclaiming distance, control, the shape of the evening she understood.

“Ten o’clock,” she repeated.

Then she turned and walked away, the room bending once more to accommodate her presence.
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Leon stood there for a long moment after she left.

The card sat between his fingers—heavy for something so small.

He glanced down at it.

A name. A number. An address.

Nothing else.

No explanation.

No reassurance.

He let out a slow breath, eyes drifting back to the painting in front of him.

Unfinished.

Honest.

A faint smile touched his lips.

“Yeah,” he murmured to himself. “This could get complicated.”

And for the first time that evening—

he was no longer bored.
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Chapter 2 – Terms & Conditions
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At precisely 9:58 a.m., Leon stood across the street from the address printed on Brianna’s card.

He didn’t check his phone. Didn’t pace. Didn’t rehearse anything in his head.

He simply observed.

The building rose in clean, modern lines—glass and steel, understated but unmistakably expensive. No signage, no unnecessary display. The kind of place that didn’t need to announce itself.

Like her.

At 9:59, he crossed the street.

By 10:00, he was inside.
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The lobby was quiet in a way that suggested control rather than absence. Soft lighting. Polished surfaces. A receptionist who looked up just long enough to register him—then smiled as if she had already been informed.

“Mr. Vargas,” she said.

Not a question.

Leon gave a small nod. “That’s me.”

“You’re expected. Top floor.”

No badge. No paperwork. Just access.

He stepped into the elevator alone.

As the doors closed, he caught his reflection in the mirrored walls. Same suit as last night—pressed, deliberate. Nothing flashy. Enough to belong, not enough to pretend.

The elevator moved smoothly, almost silently.

Leon exhaled once, slow.

“Alright,” he muttered under his breath.

Then the doors opened.
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Brianna’s office wasn’t what he expected.

It was... warmer.

Still immaculate—floor-to-ceiling windows, a view that stretched across the city like ownership—but not cold. There were books. Art that felt chosen, not acquired for status. A low arrangement of dark orchids on a glass table.

And Brianna herself.

She stood near the window, back partially turned, phone in hand.

“...reschedule it,” she was saying, voice calm, decisive. “No, not next week—next month. If they’re serious, they’ll wait.”

A pause.

“Yes. That’s fine.”

She ended the call without goodbye.

Then turned.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

In daylight, she seemed even more precise. Structured. Her presence didn’t just fill the room—it defined it.

“You’re punctual,” she said.

“You said ten.”

“I did.”

A faint acknowledgment passed between them.

“Sit,” she added, gesturing toward a seating area rather than her desk.

Not business, then.

Not exactly.

Leon took the seat opposite her—low, comfortable, intentionally equal in height. No power imbalance in positioning.

Interesting.

Brianna noticed that he noticed.

Good.

She sat across from him, crossing one leg over the other with effortless composure.

“No assistant,” he said.

“I prefer privacy,” she replied. “Especially for conversations like this.”

“Fair.”

A beat of silence settled.

Not awkward. Measured.

Then Brianna leaned slightly forward.

“Let’s begin with clarity,” she said. “If at any point this conversation no longer interests you, you’re free to leave.”

Leon tilted his head. “Same applies to you?”

“Always.”

“Good.”

Her gaze held his for a second longer than necessary.

Then—

“The arrangement I proposed,” she continued, “is structured, not ambiguous. That’s intentional.”

“I figured.”

“I don’t deal in assumptions,” she said. “They complicate things unnecessarily.”

Leon nodded once. “So define it.”

Direct.

Exactly as she expected.

“Financial support,” Brianna said, her tone shifting into something more precise. “A fixed monthly amount, transferred discreetly. In addition, all expenses incurred during our time together are covered. Travel, accommodation, wardrobe—if required.”

Leon didn’t react outwardly, but she watched him closely.

Not greed.

Calculation.

“How fixed?” he asked.

She named a number.

It was high. Intentionally so.

Still, he didn’t flinch.

“Consistent?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Regardless of frequency?”

“Within agreed parameters,” she clarified. “You will be available when requested, within reason. I don’t demand unpredictability.”

“And if I’m not available?”

“Then you communicate that in advance.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then we reassess the arrangement.”

Not a threat.

A boundary.

Leon leaned back slightly, absorbing it.

“Okay,” he said. “What else?”

“Discretion,” Brianna continued. “Absolute. No discussions, no implications, no... creative interpretations of our arrangement outside agreed spaces.”

“Meaning no talking about you.”

“Meaning no talking about us,” she corrected. “There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

“Yes.”

He watched her carefully. “Explain.”

“You can exist publicly,” she said. “So can I. But what happens between us is not for public consumption.”

“No social media scandals,” he said dryly.

A flicker of amusement crossed her face. “Precisely.”

“And if someone asks?”

“You’re capable of answering questions without revealing anything meaningful, I assume.”

“I am.”

“Good.”

Another pause.

The air between them shifted—slightly heavier now.

“Third,” Brianna said, and this time her voice cooled just a fraction, “no emotional involvement.”

Leon’s brow lifted almost imperceptibly.

“Define
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