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      The lobby of Winter Holdings hit me like a physical force—all soaring glass and marble, with December sunlight streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows, fracturing into rainbow prisms against the polished stone floors. A twenty-foot Christmas tree dominated the center of the space, its branches heavy with cold-white LED lights that sparkled like captured stars. Giant red velvet bows adorned every column, and gold garlands draped in perfect swoops along the reception desk, glittering with an elegance that whispered money in every gleaming surface.

      I stopped just inside the revolving doors, my breath catching—not from the winter chill I’d left behind on Madison Avenue, but from the sudden, crushing awareness that I was so far out of my league.

      My reflection stared back at me from the mirrored wall to my left: chestnut hair twisted into what I’d hoped was a professional chignon but now looked more like a desperate attempt at sophistication. My coat and my charcoal blazer underneath it were off-the-rack: good quality, but definitely not the tailored perfection I saw on every person moving through this lobby. I’d added my favorite silk scarf, emerald green with tiny gold threads, tied at my throat in a way that felt elegant this morning in my tiny Brooklyn apartment.

      Now it just felt cheap.

      Stop it, I told myself firmly, squaring my shoulders. You earned this job. You deserve to be here.

      My father’s voice echoed in my mind, warm and steady: “Livvie, competence is its own kind of armor. Walk in there and show them what you’re made of.”

      I took a breath, clutched my leather portfolio—a college graduation gift I’d carefully maintained for four years—and walked toward the reception desk with as much confidence as I could fake.

      The woman behind the desk didn’t look up. She was immaculate in a way that felt weaponized: platinum blonde hair pulled into a sleek bun, black sheath dress that probably cost more than my rent, manicured nails clicking against her keyboard with rhythmic precision. A small gold nameplate read Ms. Taylor in elegant script.

      I waited. Five seconds. Ten. Fifteen.

      “Excuse me,” I finally said, keeping my voice polite. “I’m Olivia Harper. I have an appointment⁠—”

      “Sign in.” She slid a clipboard toward me without making eye contact, her tone so clipped it could have cut glass.

      Heat crept up my neck, but I smiled anyway—the smile I’d perfected during my consulting training, the one that said I’m pleasant and professional even when you’re being rude. I clicked the pen attached to the clipboard and signed my name, noting the time: 9:47 a.m. I was thirteen minutes early.

      “Thank you,” I said, sliding the clipboard back.

      She still didn’t look at me. “Someone will collect you when Mr. Winter is available.”

      Mr. Winter. Alexander Winter. CEO of Winter Holdings, billionaire real estate magnate, and—according to every business article I’d devoured over the past week—a man who’d built an empire through ruthless efficiency and an almost supernatural ability to predict market trends.

      Also, according to those same articles, notoriously private, impossibly demanding, and currently without a Chief Operating Officer after his previous one had been caught in some kind of financial scandal that the press was still salivating over.

      Which was where I came in.

      My consulting firm was engaged to assist with Winter Holdings’ annual holiday charity campaign—a massive undertaking that combined fundraising galas, corporate partnerships, and a gift drive that served thousands of underprivileged children across New York City. It was a high-profile project that could make a career.

      Or destroy one if you screwed it up.

      My fingers tightened on my portfolio, and I glanced around the lobby, trying to ground myself in details rather than spiraling into imposter syndrome. A massive digital display behind the reception desk cycled through images: construction sites transforming into luxury condominiums, ribbon-cutting ceremonies, Winter Holdings’ logo—a stylized W that looked like an ice carving.

      Employees moved through the space with purposeful efficiency, their designer shoes clicking against marble, their expressions focused and⁠—

      The energy shifted.

      I felt it before I understood it: a subtle change in the air, like the moment before lightning strikes. Conversations dropped to murmurs. People straightened almost imperceptibly, their gazes flickering toward the bank of elevators at the far end of the lobby.

      Even Ms. Taylor looked up from her computer screen.

      Curiosity pulled at me, and I turned.

      And then I forgot how to breathe.

      He emerged from a private elevator like winter itself taking human form—tall, broad-shouldered, moving with the kind of controlled power that made the surrounding space seem to bend in deference. Dark hair, perfectly styled but with just enough texture to suggest he’d run his fingers through it recently. A dark suit that fit him like a second skin, tailored to emphasize the width of his shoulders and the lean strength of his frame.

      But it was his eyes that stopped my heart.

      Green. Intense. Utterly focused as they swept across the lobby—and then locked directly onto mine.

      The world narrowed to a single point of connection. My pulse kicked into a wild, erratic rhythm. Heat flooded my cheeks, my throat, spreading down through my chest like I’d swallowed sunlight. I couldn’t look away. Didn’t want to look away. Something electric arced between us, a pull so strong it felt physical.

      He was looking at me as if I were the only person in the entire building. Like he could see straight through my cheap blazer and carefully practiced confidence to the nervous, hopeful woman beneath.

      My palms started to sweat.

      Oh God. Oh God, this is him. This is Alexander Winter.

      He moved toward the reception desk—toward me—and I swear the temperature in the lobby rose ten degrees. Or maybe that was just my body short-circuiting under the weight of his attention.

      “Ms. Harper.” His voice was low, smooth, with a hint of gravel that did absolutely unholy things to my nervous system. Not a question. A statement. Like he’d known exactly who I was the moment he saw me.

      “Y-yes.” I cleared my throat, hating the wobble in my voice. “Mr. Winter. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Smooth, Liv. Very smooth.

      The corner of his mouth curved—barely, just a ghost of a smile that somehow made him even more devastating. “The pleasure is mine.”

      Was it my imagination, or did his gaze drop briefly to my mouth before returning to my eyes?

      “I have the preliminary reports,” I said quickly, fumbling with my portfolio. “I know you’re incredibly busy, so I made sure to arrive early. I didn’t want to waste your time. I’ve reviewed all the materials your team sent over, and I think I’ve identified several areas where we can streamline the charity campaign logistics, particularly around vendor coordination and⁠—”

      I was babbling. I never babbled.

      But something about the way he watched me—patient, focused, faintly amused—made words tumble out like I’d forgotten how normal human conversation worked.

      I pulled out the folder, my fingers suddenly clumsy. “Here. I have everything organized by priority, with timeline projections and⁠—”

      The folder slipped. Papers exploded into the air in a cascade of white, fluttering down around us like the world’s most humiliating snowfall.

      No. No, no, no.

      Horror crashed over me as my carefully prepared reports scattered across the pristine marble floor. Charts. Spreadsheets. Color-coded analysis. All of it now a chaotic mess at Alexander Winter’s Italian leather shoes.

      “I’m so sorry,” I gasped, dropping to my knees immediately, scrambling to gather the pages. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      And then he crouched beside me.

      The movement was fluid, graceful for a man of his size. He gathered papers with the same focused efficiency he probably applied to billion-dollar deals, and I was acutely aware of how close he was. Close enough that I caught his scent: something clean and masculine, cedar and winter air with a hint of expensive cologne that made me want to lean in and breathe deeper.

      Our hands brushed as we both reached for the same page.

      The contact sent a jolt straight through me—electric, immediate, almost painful in its intensity. His fingers were warm, long and elegant despite their obvious strength. For a heartbeat, neither of us moved. His hand stilled over mine, his thumb barely grazing the inside of my wrist where my pulse hammered visibly.

      I looked up.

      Mistake. Huge mistake.

      His eyes were right there, inches from mine, and they weren’t cold like the business articles had suggested. They were heated. Dark. Focused on me with an intensity that made my breath catch and my thoughts scatter like the surrounding papers.

      His gaze dropped to my mouth. Lingered.

      Heat rushed up my throat, flooding my cheeks in what had to be the most obvious blush in the history of professional encounters. My lips parted on an exhale I couldn’t control.

      “I’ve got it,” he said, his voice rough enough to send shivers down my spine.

      But he didn’t move away.

      Neither did I.

      We stayed there, crouched on the marble floor in the middle of Winter Holdings’ lobby, papers scattered around us, the massive Christmas tree glittering overhead, and something happening between us I didn’t have words for.

      Something dangerous. Something inevitable.

      His fingers tightened slightly against mine—a deliberate press, not accidental—and my stomach dropped like I’d just stepped off a cliff.

      “Mr. Winter.” Ms. Taylor’s voice cut through the moment like a blade. “Your 10 o’clock is waiting in Conference Room B.”

      The spell broke.

      Alexander pulled back, rising to his full height in one smooth motion. He offered me his hand—a gentleman’s gesture that somehow felt more intimate than it should—and I took it, letting him pull me to my feet.

      I stood too quickly. The world tilted slightly, either from standing up too fast or from his nearness or from the sheer overwhelming reality of what had just happened.

      He steadied me with a hand at my elbow, his touch warm through my blazer. “Careful.”

      His voice held something I couldn’t quite name. Concern? Amusement? Heat?

      All the above?

      “Thank you,” I managed, my voice barely above a whisper. I took my papers from him—now neatly stacked—and tried to remember how to function like a normal professional human being. “I’m sorry for the disruption.”

      “Don’t apologize.” His eyes remained locked on mine, and I swear I could feel the weight of his attention like a physical touch. “My assistant will show you to my office. We’ll review your analysis there.”

      His office. His private office. Just the two of us.

      “Of course,” I said, trying to sound calm and composed when my heart was attempting to break free from my ribcage. “Thank you for your time.”

      He nodded once, a slight incline of his head that felt oddly regal, and then turned to stride toward the elevators. Every person in the lobby seemed to track his movement, but he didn’t look at any of them.

      Just before he disappeared into the private elevator, he glanced back over his shoulder.

      At me.

      That single look hit me like lightning—charged, electric, full of unspoken promise. And then he was gone, the elevator doors sliding shut with a quiet chime.

      I stood there, clutching my papers, acutely aware of Ms. Taylor’s disapproving stare and the curious glances from other employees who’d witnessed my spectacular paper-dropping disaster.

      My hands were shaking. My pulse was racing. And somewhere in the depths of my chest, a small voice whispered what I already knew to be true:

      This man is dangerous. And I’m in so
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