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The skeletal framework of the new Obsidian Spire cut a jagged silhouette against the grey city sky, a monument to ambition that Alice felt in the very marrow of her bones as she stepped over a coil of high-voltage cabling. Dust motes danced in the harsh beams of industrial work lights, mixing with the sharp bite of welding fumes and wet concrete—a perfume Alice preferred over any designer fragrance because it smelled like progress.

At twenty-six, she was young to be the lead site architect, but her crisp blazer—currently shielded by a neon yellow safety vest—and her unwavering gaze commanded a respect that usually took decades to earn. She snapped her fingers at the foreman, a burly man named Miller who was looking far too relaxed near the north elevation.

"Miller, I told you the load-bearing trusses on the thirty-fourth floor need to be re-checked against the revised schematics," she said, her voice cutting through the din of a jackhammer nearby. "If we pour that concrete before the stress test, we're going to have micro-fractures before the glass skin even goes on. Do it again."

Miller grunted, visibly cowed, and scrambled to bark orders at his crew, leaving Alice to smooth the sprawling blueprints open on a makeshift plywood table.

She felt a sudden, disorienting lurch in her stomach, a phantom cramp that twisted tight and hot just beneath her navel before vanishing as quickly as it had arrived. She paused, her hand hovering over the drafting paper, blinking away a momentary wave of dizziness that made the white lines of the architectural drawings swim.

Stress, she told herself firmly. It was just stress and dehydration.

She reached into her pocket and withdrew a small, nondescript white plastic bottle labeled 'Beta-Vit: Daily Hormonal Stability and Multivitamin'. She popped the cap with a flick of her thumb and dry-swallowed two of the large, chalky pills, grimacing as they scraped down her throat. They were supposed to keep her Beta physiology optimized, or so her doctor said, but lately, she had been needing them just to keep the headaches at bay.

As the pills settled, she glanced toward the material hoist where a young male intern—an Omega, clearly—was wiping teary eyes with the back of a dirty glove, looking overwhelmed by the noise and the Alpha aggression of the construction crew. Alice felt a sneer tug at the corner of her mouth. It was unprofessional. Biology was no excuse for incompetence, and she thanked whatever genetic lottery she had won that made her a Beta, immune to the distracting, messy biological imperatives that enslaved Omegas to their cycles and Alphas to their tempers. She was clean, efficient, and entirely in control.

Or she was, until the atmosphere on the site shifted abruptly. The air pressure seemed to drop as the chaotic noise of the work crews died down into an uneasy, heavy silence.

A sleek black sedan had pulled up to the curb outside the construction barriers, its polished surface gleaming like oil. The door opened, and Aidan Blackwood emerged. The CEO. The Glacier. He was immaculate in a charcoal three-piece suit that cost more than the heavy machinery behind her, his tie knotted with a severe, geometric precision. Even from this distance, Alice could see the way the workers instinctively averted their eyes, the Alpha pheromones rolling off him in waves that usually sent lesser employees scrambling for cover.

He walked with a lethal elegance, stepping onto the dusty site as if he owned the very air they breathed—which, financially speaking, he essentially did.

Alice straightened her spine, checked the knot of her own scarf, and walked toward him, clutching her clipboard like a shield. While the foreman looked ready to wet himself, Alice felt only a cool, intellectual appreciation for Aidan's presence. He was a titan of industry, and she respected his mind, his ruthless efficiency, and his taste in architecture.

As she closed the distance, his scent hit her. It wasn't the oppressive stench of an unwashed laborer, but a sophisticated, terrifying blend of dark espresso, cold steel, and the charged smell of approaching rain. It was powerful, dense enough to taste on the back of her tongue, but she didn't flinch. She met his gaze, her own eyes clear and steady.

"Mr. Blackwood," she greeted him, her voice steady, projecting the competence she knew he valued above all else. "We're three days ahead on the structural pouring, despite the supply chain issues with the rebar."

Aidan stopped, towering over her by nearly a foot, his eyes the color of fractured ice sliding over her face, searching for weakness. He didn't find any.

"Efficient as always, Alice," he said, his voice a low, resonant baritone that seemed to vibrate in the hollow of her chest, startling a strange, warm flutter in her stomach that she immediately attributed to the adrenaline of the site visit.

He stepped closer, invading her personal space to look at the tablet she offered. For a second, she felt boxed in by the sheer mass of him, the heat radiating from his body clashing with the cool autumn air. "Walk me through the modifications to the atrium," he commanded.

Alice tapped the screen, her fingers steady, diving into the technical specs, the load ratios, and the aesthetic integration of the skylights. She spoke of tensile strength and light diffusion, aware that he was watching her mouth moving as much as the screen.

"The light will hit the lobby at a forty-degree angle during the winter solstice," she explained, tracing the line on the digital render. "It maximizes the passive heating. Smart, sustainable, and it saves you twelve percent on HVAC costs annually."

Aidan finally looked up from the screen, locking eyes with her again. There was a flicker of something dark and approving in his gaze, a predator acknowledging a particularly sharp tool.

"Brilliant," he murmured. The praise hit her harder than the dizziness had earlier, making her breath hitch imperceptibly. "You're the only one who seems to understand that I pay for perfection, not excuses."

He leaned in slightly, his nose flaring as he inhaled. For a split second, a frown creased his brow, as if he caught a scent that didn't belong. But the wind shifted, carrying dust between them, and the moment passed.

"Keep this pace, Alice," he said, stepping back, the distance suddenly feeling cold. "Don't let the biology of the lesser staff slow you down."

Alice nodded, pride swelling in her chest, suppressing the sudden, sharp throb low in her belly that felt dangerously like a hunger she couldn't name.
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The Gulfstream G650 soared through the stratosphere in a bubble of hermetically sealed luxury, a sanctuary of cream leather and polished walnut that usually helped Alice organize her thoughts. Today, however, the silence at forty thousand feet felt suffocating. They were three hours into the flight to Tokyo for the Shinjuku redevelopment bid—a contract that would define the next decade of her career—yet the sprawling schematics on her tablet blurred into incoherent lines of light that she couldn't force into focus.

The cabin’s air filtration system, state-of-the-art and silent, was failing her completely; it wasn't clearing the air, it was recycling *him*.

Aidan sat across the narrow aisle in a swivel club chair, reviewing the financial projections with that terrifying, statue-like stillness he maintained. His long legs were crossed, a single tumbler of sparkling water untouched beside him. In the confined space of the fuselage, his scent was no longer a background note she could ignore; it was an atmospheric condition, heavy and oppressive. The aroma of dark, roasted espresso beans and cold, tempered steel seemed to cling to the back of her throat, thick enough to choke on, tasting distinctively metallic and rich. It was joined by the sharp, clean smell of ozone—like the charged air right before a violent thunderstorm breaks.

Every time she inhaled, her mouth flooded with saliva, a visceral reaction that made her stomach churn with a sensation hovering uneasily between nausea and a ravenous, hollow hunger. She swallowed hard, trying to wash away the taste of him, but it was pervasive, seeping into her pores and making her teeth ache.

The high collar of her starch-stiffened white blouse, usually her armor, felt like a garrote against her neck. She tugged at it discreetly, her skin feeling prickly and overly sensitive, as if the silk lining of her blazer had turned to coarse wool. Worse was the sensation lower down; she shifted in her seat, pressing her thighs together against a slick, restless heat that was pooling in her pelvis. It was a phantom dampness that soaked her underwear and had no business occurring during a business review.

It was just the altitude, she reasoned desperately, wiping a bead of sweat from her temple. Or perhaps a bad reaction to the synthetic hormones in the Beta-Vit she’d doubled up on before boarding; the pills were supposed to regulate her cycle, not induce this feverish delirium. Her heart hammered a frantic, uneven rhythm against her ribs, echoing a strange, primal need to bite down on something hard.

She tried to focus on the load-bearing specs for the Tokyo tower, tapping the stylus against the glass screen with increasing agitation to mask the tremor in her hand, but the numbers swam. Across the aisle, the rustle of a page turning sounded like a gunshot. Aidan hadn't moved, yet the air pressure in the cabin seemed to spike, the ozone scent becoming so concentrated it made her vision tunnel.

"Your heart rate is elevated," Aidan’s voice cut through the low hum of the engines, deep and observant, though he didn't look up from his file.

The sudden sound made Alice jump, her stylus clattering onto the mahogany table between them. She scrambled to retrieve it, her fingers fumbling and clumsy, feeling a flush of shame crawl up her neck.

"Just... turbulence anxiety, Mr. Blackwood," she lied, her voice sounding thin, wet, and reedy to her own ears, lacking its usual architectural precision. She kept her eyes on her tablet, afraid that if she looked at him, the nausea would tip over into something messy and unprofessional. "I'm fine. I'm just reviewing the seismic dampener specs again."

Aidan closed his folder, the sound sharp and final. "You haven't swiped to the next page in twenty minutes, Alice."

The observation was cold, factual, a critique of her efficiency that stung more than the physical discomfort; he noticed the lapse in work, not the woman falling apart. He unbuckled his seatbelt, the metal click deafening in the quiet cabin, and stood up. In the low-ceilinged luxury of the jet, he loomed over her, a monolith of charcoal wool and raw, leashed power that sucked the oxygen out of the space.

Alice shrank back into her leather seat, her breath hitching as his proximity made the scent unbearable, a tidal wave of espresso and rain that made her eyelids flutter heavily. He frowned, his eyes—pale, piercing chips of ice—narrowing as they swept over her flushed face and the sheen of perspiration on her upper lip.

"You're sweating," he noted, stepping into her personal space with an alarming, clinical lack of hesitation.

He reached out, presumably to check for a fever to ensure his lead architect wasn't contagious, his movements possessing that fluid, lethal grace. Alice couldn't move; her limbs felt heavy, molten lead replacing her bones. As his large hand descended, she braced herself for the cold, professional touch of an employer.

Instead, when his palm made contact with her forehead, the sensation was catastrophic. A shock of pure, white-hot energy arced from his skin to hers, bypassing her logic and striking directly at her nervous system like a live wire. Her back arched involuntarily off the leather, her toes curling painfully in her boots, and a sound tore from her throat—not a word, not a gasp


[image: ]


























[image: ]


















































[image: ]



































[image: ]








































[image: ]
















































[image: ]





























[image: ]










[image: ]





















[image: ]
















[image: ]

























[image: ]























[image: ]












[image: ]








d2d_images/cover.jpg
R. Lee Willow





d2d_images/scene_break.png





