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      The lobby of Winter Tech Tower looked like someone had handed an interior designer an unlimited budget and a single directive: make Christmas hurt.

      I paused just inside the revolving doors, snowflakes melting on my wool coat, and took in the spectacle. A twenty-foot tree dominated the center of the space, draped in what had to be actual silver thread and tiny lights that pulsed in perfect synchronization. The scent of pine mixed with something warmer—cinnamon, maybe mulled wine from the executive lounge. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of the city blanketed in fresh snow, the late afternoon light turning everything soft and golden.

      It was stunning. It was also a really good way to distract people from what was happening thirty floors up in the innovation labs.

      I shifted my leather messenger bag higher on my shoulder and headed for the security desk. My official reason for being here was straightforward: a PR-approved feature on Kane & Winter Innovations’ holiday tech launch. The kind of puff piece that made companies look good and journalists look tame. Innovation meets tradition. Genius minds working through the festive season. That sort of thing.

      My unofficial reason was considerably more interesting.

      Three weeks ago, a source I’d cultivated over two years—a former Winter Holdings analyst with a conscience and a burner phone—had sent me a single encrypted message: Data leaks. Sabotage. Competitors circling. Check the tech branch.

      I was a freelancer covering tech ethics for a living. Corporate surveillance, data privacy violations, AI accountability. I wasn’t a coder, couldn’t write a line of Python to save my life, but I understood systems. I knew how data moved, where it leaked, and what a cybersecurity breach looked like when it was being scrubbed from the official record. I’d broken stories on whistleblowers, covered ransomware attacks, exposed companies selling user data to third parties.

      This felt bigger.

      The security guard at the desk looked up as I approached, his expression professionally neutral. “Name and purpose?”

      “Emma Carlisle. I’m here for the Kane & Winter press tour.” I pulled out my press credentials, the laminated card catching the light. “I should be on the list.”

      He scanned his tablet, then nodded. “Ms. Carlisle. You’re cleared for floors one through fifteen, restricted access to twenty-seven and thirty. Your liaison will meet you at the elevator bank.”

      I thanked him and moved toward the elevators, noting the additional security measures. Two guards flanked the bank that serviced the upper floors, both wearing earpieces and watching the lobby traffic with sharp attention. The kind of attention that said something had already gone wrong.

      Interesting.

      I was pulling out my phone to make a quick voice note when someone stepped into my peripheral vision.

      “Ms. Carlisle.”

      The voice was deep, controlled, and did something unfortunate to my pulse.

      I looked up.

      Lucas Kane was taller than I’d expected. Six-two, maybe six-three, with the kind of build that said he didn’t spend all his time behind a desk. Dark hair, slightly wavy, like he’d run his fingers through it too many times today. Designer stubble, and deep brown eyes that locked onto mine with an intensity that made my breath catch.

      He wore a navy blue suit and matching tie, but the top button of his white shirt was undone and his tie was slightly loose, giving the impression he was slightly uncomfortable in the suit, and would rather have no jacket and his sleeves rolled to his forearms. Under one starched white cuff, a watch peeked out. It was high-tech looking and expensive: a bespoke smart watch, I guessed.

      But it was the way he moved that got me. Controlled. Precise. Like every step was calculated and nothing got past him.

      I’d researched him, obviously. Lucas Kane, early thirties, founded Kane Innovations before Alexander Winter bought him out and folded the company into Winter Holdings’ tech branch. The man was a legend in enterprise innovation circles. Brilliant, ruthless, and notoriously private.

      Also, apparently, devastatingly attractive in person.

      I recovered quickly, extending my hand with what I hoped was professional confidence. “Mr. Kane. I appreciate you making time for this.”

      His hand closed around mine, warm and firm, and I felt the contact all the way up my arm. His gaze never left my face, and I had the unsettling sense that he was cataloging everything about me in the space of three seconds.

      “Call me Luke.” He released my hand but didn’t step back, maintaining a proximity that felt deliberate. “I read your piece on the Helix Data breach. Thorough work.”

      That surprised me. Most executives didn’t read my articles—they had PR teams summarize them into bullet points. “Thank you. That was a complicated investigation.”

      “You have a talent for finding patterns others miss.” His tone was neutral, but something flickered in his eyes. A warning? A test?

      I smiled, keeping it light. “That’s the job.”

      “Is it?” He tilted his head slightly, and I caught a hint of something darker beneath the professional exterior. “Or is it a calling?”

      Oh, he was sharp. And he was already trying to figure out if I was here for the puff piece or something else.

      I met his gaze directly. “Depends on the story.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close. “Follow me. I’ll show you the labs.”

      He turned and headed toward the elevator bank, and I fell into step beside him, very aware of the way he moved—efficient and commanding.

      We bypassed the regular elevators and stopped at a private one with a keycard reader. Luke swiped his card, and the doors opened immediately. I noticed the guards tracking our movement but not interfering.

      The elevator was all glass and soft lighting, and as the doors closed, I caught the faint scent of his cologne. Something clean and expensive, with a hint of musk.

      “Floor thirty,” he said, pressing the button. “That’s where the primary innovation lab is located. You’ll have access to observe, interview selected team members, and document the process. What you won’t have access to is proprietary code, prototype schematics, or secured server rooms.”

      “Understood.” I kept my tone professional, but I was already filing away the details. Secured server rooms. Why mention them unless there was something worth protecting?

      The elevator climbed smoothly, and I took the opportunity to study him. He stood with his hands in his pockets, posture relaxed, but there was tension in the set of his shoulders. Like he was holding something back.

      “How long have you been part of Winter Holdings?” I asked, keeping my voice casual. Of course, I knew the answer but I was trying to put him at ease, and most people of his stature liked to talk about their companies.

      “It’s been two years since the acquisition.”

      “And you maintained operational control?”

      “Full autonomy for the tech branch.” He glanced at me, and I felt the weight of his attention. “Winter Holdings acquired the company, not my authority.”

      There was pride in that statement. And maybe a hint of warning.

      The elevator slowed, and I noticed that Luke had tensed, his gaze flicking to the floor indicator as we passed twenty-seven. The doors didn’t open, but I caught a brief glimpse of two people in the hallway—a woman in a security uniform and a man in a suit, mid-conversation, both looking stressed.

      Luke’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

      The elevator continued to thirty, and when the doors opened, he stepped out first, scanning the hallway before gesturing for me to follow.

      The lab floor was sleek and modern, all glass walls and open workspaces, with standing desks and massive monitors displaying lines of code and system analytics. Christmas decorations here were more subtle—white lights strung along the ceiling, a small tree in the corner near the coffee station.

      A handful of people were scattered throughout the space, some typing furiously, others conferring in low voices. The energy was tense and focused.

      “Your lead engineer?” I asked, nodding toward a woman bent over a tablet near the prototype station, with several techs gathered around watching her.

      “Yes. That’s Dr. Claire Donovan. She’ll walk you through the innovation timeline.” Luke checked his watch, and I noticed his fingers were steady, but there was something coiled about his posture. “I’ll be coordinating with my head of security for the next hour. Claire will answer your questions.”

      Security. There it was again.

      “Is there a concern?” I asked, keeping my tone light, curious but not intrusive.

      His gaze sharpened. “Standard protocol for high-profile launches.”

      That was a lie. Or at least not the full truth.

      I smiled. “Of course.”

      He studied me for a long moment, and I had the distinct impression he was deciding whether I was a problem or an asset. Then he stepped closer, close enough that I had to tilt my head back slightly to maintain eye contact.

      “Ms. Carlisle.” His voice dropped, quiet and edged with something that sent heat skittering down my spine. “This launch is important. To the company, to the people who’ve spent months building it, and to me personally. I’ll give you access, answer your questions, and provide transparency within reasonable limits. But if I catch you digging where you shouldn’t be, we’ll have a different kind of conversation.”

      It wasn’t a threat. It was a promise. And God help me, it made my pulse spike.

      I held his gaze, refusing to back down. “I’m here to cover innovation, Mr. Kane. But if there’s a story beyond that, it’ll find me regardless.”

      His eyes darkened, and for a heartbeat, I thought he might say something else. But then he stepped back, the professional mask sliding into place.

      “Enjoy the tour.” He turned and walked toward the far end of the lab, pulling out his phone, already focused on the next crisis.

      I watched him go, my heart still hammering, and forced myself to take a slow breath.

      A minute later Dr. Donovan approached with a friendly smile, and I shifted into interview mode, shaking her hand and pulling out my notebook. She launched into an explanation of the prototype—integrated AI systems and predictive analytics—and I nodded along, taking notes, asking the right questions.

      But part of my attention was on Luke.

      He’d stopped near the elevators, phone pressed to his ear, and even from across the room, I could see the tension radiating off him. His free hand tapped against his thigh—once, twice, three times. A tell.

      I couldn’t hear the conversation, but I watched as his expression hardened. He said something short and sharp, then ended the call.

      Then he turned, and his gaze found mine across the lab.

      For a moment, we just looked at each other. The air between us felt charged, dangerous, like the split second before a storm breaks.

      He looked away first, heading toward a restricted corridor marked Authorized Personnel Only.

      Dr. Donovan was still talking, explaining system redundancies and fail-safes, but I was only half-listening.

      Because as Luke reached the corridor, a broad-shouldered man with a shaved head and what looked as if it might be a permanent scowl—stepped out to meet him. I assumed it was his head of security.

      I shifted slightly, angling myself to catch fragments of their conversation without being obvious.

      “—contained, but it was too close⁠—”

      “—prototype test this morning⁠—”

      “—near miss, sir. If we hadn’t caught it⁠—”

      Luke’s voice cut through, low and controlled. “I want a full audit. Access logs, surveillance footage, everything. And I want it done quietly.”

      The man nodded and disappeared back down the corridor.

      Luke stood there for a moment, his back to the lab, shoulders rigid.

      Then he turned and walked away, not looking at
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