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      The converted warehouse loomed ahead of me, all exposed brick and industrial steel softened by the kind of Christmas lights that whispered elegance rather than shouted it. I stood on the snow-dusted sidewalk, clutching my portfolio against my chest like a shield, and tried to convince myself I belonged here.

      Winter & Laurent. The Luxury Goods Division of Winter Holdings. Damian Laurent’s domain.

      I’d spent the last three nights researching everything I could find about this place, this man, this impossible opportunity that had landed in my lap at the eleventh hour. The previous designer had left the collection half-finished and uninspired. I’d been brought in to salvage what little magic remained and make it shine—just in time for the holiday reveal that could make or break Winter & Laurent’s seasonal launch.

      No pressure.

      I sucked in a breath of cold December air, tasting pine and snow and the faint metallic bite of the city, and pushed through the black-framed glass doors.

      Warmth enveloped me immediately. Not just heat, but atmosphere—the kind of curated sensory experience that only people with impeccable taste and unlimited budgets could pull off. White lights cascaded down the exposed brick walls in elegant swoops, woven through evergreen garlands that released a subtle scent of fresh pine every time someone walked past. Brass accents gleamed from fixtures and furniture, catching the soft glow and throwing it back in golden ripples.

      A towering Christmas tree dominated the center of the reception area, decorated with what had to be custom ornaments—delicate glass baubles in champagne and winter white, velvet ribbons in deep forest green. It was breathtaking. The kind of holiday décor that belonged in a high-fashion magazine spread, not a corporate lobby.

      But this wasn’t a corporate lobby. Not really.

      The stone floors beneath my boots were original to the warehouse, worn smooth by decades of use and polished to a soft gleam. Massive worktables stretched along one wall, their surfaces covered in bolts of fabric that caught the light—silk, velvet, cashmere in jewel tones and winter neutrals. Mannequins stood like silent sentinels, draped in half-finished garments that hinted at the creative process happening here. Mood boards lined the exposed brick, clustered with sketches, fabric swatches, and inspiration images that told stories of design evolution.

      I felt something unlock in my chest. Relief, maybe. Or recognition.

      This wasn’t billionaire excess. This was fashion power.

      And I belonged here.

      “Ms. Rossi?”

      I turned to find a woman in her forties approaching, elegantly dressed in charcoal wool and heels that clicked precisely against the stone floor. Her dark hair was pulled into a sleek bun, her expression polite but assessing.

      “Yes.” I shifted my portfolio, extending my hand. “Isabella Rossi. Please, call me Izzy.”

      “Margaret Blake. Senior Design Coordinator.” Her handshake was firm, professional. “Welcome to Winter & Laurent. Mr. Laurent is looking forward to meeting you.”

      My stomach did a small, nervous flip.

      Damian Laurent. CEO of the Luxury Goods Branch. Self-made billionaire who’d built his own empire before merging with Alexander Winter’s larger one. Creative genius. Fashion industry legend. The man whose exacting standards had apparently sent the previous designer running.

      The man I now had to impress.

      “Thank you.” I kept my voice steady, confident. Fake it till you make it, right? “I’m excited to see the studio and discuss the collection.”

      Margaret’s lips curved in something that might have been approval. “This way.”

      She led me deeper into the warehouse, and with every step, I felt the weight of legacy pressing down on my shoulders. Everything here screamed wealth and authority—not in a flashy, look-at-me way, but in the quiet confidence of people who knew their worth and didn’t need to prove it. Sleek lines. Curated displays. The soft gleam of luxury goods that had been designed, crafted, and positioned with meticulous care.

      Damian Laurent had built this company himself, brick by brick, stitch by stitch, before merging with Winter Holdings. And now he ran it as if every piece reflected his vision personally.

      I understood, with sudden clarity, that this wasn’t just a studio.

      It was a stage for the best in the business.

      I have to prove myself here.

      We passed through an archway into what could only be the main design studio, and I nearly stopped breathing.

      Floor-to-ceiling windows lined one wall, offering views of snow drifting past old brick buildings, the city stretching out in soft winter grey and white. Industrial lamps hung from exposed beams overhead, casting pools of warm light across long wooden tables covered in sketches, fabric samples, and design tools. More mannequins stood in careful arrangements, displaying garments at various stages of completion—some pinned, others clearly ready for final fittings.

      Gowns hung like works of art on rolling racks, organized by color and style. Evening wear in deep burgundy and emerald green. Cocktail dresses in champagne silk and midnight velvet. A capsule collection that sparkled with holiday elegance, waiting for my touch to bring it fully to life.

      I wanted to sketch everything. Touch the fabrics. Hum while I worked, lost in the creative flow that always felt like coming home.

      But Margaret was still walking, still talking in that calm, efficient voice that suggested she’d seen dozens of designers come through these doors and wasn’t particularly impressed by any of them.

      “Mr. Laurent oversees all final design decisions personally,” she said, glancing back at me. “He’ll want to review your portfolio and discuss your vision for the collection. The timeline is aggressive—we’re targeting three weeks for the official reveal.”

      Three weeks. My pulse quickened. Aggressive was putting it mildly.

      “I understand,” I said. “I work well under pressure.”

      “You’ll need to.” Margaret stopped beside one of the worktables, turning to face me fully. “The previous designer couldn’t handle Mr. Laurent’s standards. He expects perfection, Ms. Rossi. Nothing less.”

      I lifted my chin, meeting her gaze directly. “Then he and I should get along just fine.”

      For the first time, Margaret smiled—a real smile, warm and approving. “I think you might be exactly what this collection needs.”

      Before I could respond, a door at the far end of the studio opened, and every nerve in my body went on high alert.

      I had expected to meet a senior assistant or a manager, not the man himself.

      But Damian Laurent walked into the studio like he owned it—which, technically, he did—and the air shifted.

      He was tall, dark-haired, with a face that suggested aristocratic bloodlines and an expensive education. His suit was tailored to perfection, black wool with a subtle pinstripe that probably cost more than my rent. A pocket handkerchief in deep burgundy silk peeked from his breast pocket, coordinated perfectly with the tie and—I blinked—were those braces?

      Yes. Burgundy braces, barely visible beneath the jacket, adding a touch of flamboyant color to an otherwise classic look.

      It should have looked affected. Pretentious, even.

      Instead, it looked effortlessly elegant. Confident. Manly in a way that had nothing to do with ruggedness and everything to do with the kind of self-assurance that came from knowing exactly who you were and giving zero fucks about anyone’s opinion.

      And his eyes.

      God, his eyes.

      Icy blue, sharp and assessing, sweeping over me with the kind of focus that made me feel like he could see straight through my carefully constructed professional façade to the nervous, ambitious woman underneath.

      My heart kicked hard against my ribs. Heat bloomed low in my stomach.

      This is not good.

      “Ms. Rossi.” His voice was cultured, smooth, with the kind of crisp enunciation that spoke of private schools and old money. He extended a hand as he approached. “Damian Laurent. Welcome to Winter & Laurent.”

      I shook his hand, trying not to notice how warm his palm was, how his fingers wrapped around mine with confident possession. “Thank you, Mr. Laurent. I’m honored to be here.”

      “Damian, please.” His lips curved in a smile that didn’t quite reach those ice-blue eyes. “We’ll be working closely together over the next few weeks. Formality seems counterproductive.”

      Closely together. My brain helpfully supplied about a dozen inappropriate images of what that might look like, and I shoved them down with the kind of ruthless mental discipline that had gotten me through design school.

      “Damian,” I echoed, pulling my hand back before I did something stupid like hold on too long. “I’m Izzy.”

      “Izzy.” He repeated my name like he was tasting it, testing the shape of it in that elegant voice. “Margaret has briefed you on the timeline?”

      “Three weeks,” I confirmed.

      “Correct.” He gestured toward the worktable, and I noticed the way he moved—fluid, controlled, every gesture purposeful. “I assume you’ve reviewed the existing designs?”

      “I have.” I set my portfolio down on the table, flipping it open to the sketches I’d prepared over the last seventy-two sleepless hours. “The foundation is strong, but the collection lacks cohesion. The holiday theme feels tacked on rather than integrated. I’d like to reimagine the embellishments, adjust the silhouettes to flow more organically, and introduce a signature element that ties everything together.”

      Damian leaned over the table, studying my sketches with the kind of intense focus that made me hyperaware of his proximity. He smelled good—something expensive and subtle, warm spice and clean masculinity that made me want to lean closer and breathe him in.

      Professional, Izzy. Stay professional.

      “Interesting.” His finger traced the edge of one sketch, a floor-length gown with delicate beading that cascaded like falling snow. “You want to strip away the excess and let the fabrics speak for themselves.”

      “Luxury doesn’t need to shout,” I said quietly. “It whispers.”

      His gaze lifted, locking onto mine, and the room suddenly felt smaller. Warmer. Charged with something I couldn’t quite name but definitely felt.

      “Exactly.” The word came out low, almost intimate. “Too many designers mistake embellishment for elegance. You understand the difference.”

      Pride bloomed warm in my chest, mixing dangerously with the attraction I was desperately trying to ignore. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” He straightened, that small smile returning. “I’m notoriously difficult to please, Izzy. You’ll earn every compliment I give you.”

      Challenge gleamed in his eyes, and something else—something hot and aware that sent a shiver down my spine
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