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Dedication
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For those who have ever feared they weren’t enough.

For the ones who learned to carry the weight of expectations in silence.

And for those who are still learning that sometimes, the strongest foundations are built not on perfection...

...but on the courage to try again.
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Book Description
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In a city that never slows down, failure isn’t just a setback—it’s a collapse.

Emma Collins has built her career on precision, control, and na unrelenting fear of getting it wrong. As a rising architect in New York City, she’s been given the opportunity of a lifetime: lead a high-profile construction project that could define her future.

There’s just one problem.

Everything is starting to fall apart.

Liam Carter doesn’t believe in trust. Not anymore. As a seasoned civil engineer, he’s learned the hard way that people cut corners, hide truths, and leave when things get complicated. So he keeps his distance—professional, focused, untouchable.

Until Emma.

When a chance encounter on a crowded Manhattan street brings them together, neither expects what follows: a connection that feels as undeniable as it is dangerous.

As sabotage begins to threaten the very foundation of Emma’s project, the lines between professional and personal blur. With pressure mounting and secrets unraveling, Emma and Liam are forced to work together to uncover the truth.

But building something real requires more than skill.

It requires trust.

And trusting each other might be the one risk they can’t afford to take.
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Chapter 1 – The Things We Drop
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Emma Collins did not believe in bad days.

She believed in poor planning.

That distinction had carried her through years of relentless expectations, impossible deadlines, and a career that demanded precision down to the smallest detail. Buildings didn’t forgive mistakes. Steel didn’t bend for hesitation. And in Emma’s world, there was no room for error—only consequences.

Which was why, at exactly 8:17 a.m. on a gray Tuesday morning in Manhattan, everything unraveled.

It started with a call she shouldn’t have answered.

“Emma, I need the revised elevation before nine.”

Her boss’s voice cut through the city noise, sharp and impatient, already assuming failure.

“I sent version three last night,” she said, shifting her phone between her shoulder and ear as she navigated the crowded sidewalk. In one hand, she held a paper cup of coffee she hadn’t had time to drink. In the other, a portfolio tube pressed tightly against her side.

“Yes, and version three isn’t usable.”

Emma slowed, her steps faltering for half a second. Around her, the rhythm of New York City continued without mercy—cars honking, heels striking pavement, conversations overlapping in a constant, indifferent hum.

“What do you mean it’s not usable?” she asked, keeping her voice steady, even as something tightened in her chest.

“It means the client isn’t convinced. And if they’re not convinced, we don’t have a project. I need something better. Something stronger.”

Better.

Stronger.

Not good enough.

The words settled in her mind with familiar weight.

“I’ll fix it,” she said quickly.

“You have forty minutes.”

The line went dead.

Emma exhaled slowly, already recalculating. Angles. Load distribution. Visual impact. She could adjust the façade, reinforce the central structure, rework the presentation—

Her phone buzzed again in her hand.

Reflexively, she glanced down.

And that was the moment everything slipped.

Her heel caught the uneven edge of the pavement. The world tilted. The coffee flew from her hand, the lid popping loose as it arced through the air. The portfolio tube hit the ground with a hollow crack, the cap loosening just enough for its contents to betray her.

Sheets of carefully drafted architectural plans spilled out across the sidewalk.

White paper against dark concrete.

Lines of precision exposed to chaos.

“Oh—”

Emma dropped to her knees instantly, ignoring the splash of coffee soaking into her coat, the sting of cold air against her skin. Her pulse spiked as she scrambled to gather the pages, her fingers moving too fast, too uncoordinated.

No, no, no—

The edges were already damp. Ink blurred where liquid touched carefully measured lines. Weeks of work—hours she couldn’t afford to lose—spreading across the ground like something fragile and breakable.

“Hey—hold on.”

The voice came from somewhere above her, calm, steady.

Then hands—someone else’s hands—were already reaching down, catching a page before it slid toward the gutter.

Emma froze for a fraction of a second.

Not because of the help.

Because of how easily he moved.

Deliberate. Efficient. Careful without hesitation.

Like he understood exactly what he was touching.

“It’s okay,” he said, crouching beside her. “We’ve got it.”

We.

Emma forced herself to focus, grabbing another sheet, then another. “They’re in order,” she said quickly. “I need them in order.”

“I figured.”

There was something almost infuriating about the quiet confidence in his voice.

He didn’t rush. Didn’t fumble. He picked up each page like it mattered—like he knew it did.

Emma glanced at him despite herself.

Early thirties, maybe. Dark brown hair, slightly tousled like he hadn’t bothered to fix it after stepping out into the morning. His coat was simple, structured. Practical. Not trying too hard, but not careless either.

His eyes moved over the plans in his hands—not casually.

Assessing.

Understanding.

That was what made her pause.

“You read these?” she asked before she could stop herself.

A corner of his mouth lifted, just slightly. “Hard not to when they’re face-down on the sidewalk.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

He handed her a stack, perfectly aligned.

Emma blinked.

“They’re not random,” he added. “You’re working with a modular load distribution, right? The support shifts depending on external pressure.”

Her breath caught.

Most people saw lines.

He saw structure.

“Yes,” she said, more quietly than before.

“Then this one goes on top,” he said, tapping a sheet she hadn’t realized was out of place. “It’s your anchor.”

Emma stared at him for a second longer than she should have.

Her pulse hadn’t settled.

But it wasn’t just from the fall anymore.

“Thanks,” she said, taking the page from him.

“Don’t mention it.”

They gathered the last of the sheets in a brief silence that felt strangely... contained. Like the chaos of the city had pressed pause around them.

When Emma finally secured the cap back onto the tube, she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

“Crisis averted,” he said lightly.

She let out a small, almost disbelieving laugh. “You have a very optimistic definition of crisis.”

“I’ve seen worse.”

“I doubt that.”

He stood, offering her a hand without hesitation.

Emma hesitated for half a heartbeat.

Then she took it.

His grip was firm. Warm. Steady enough to ground her in a way she hadn’t expected.

For a second, neither of them let go.

Then he did.

“Liam,” he said.

“Emma.”

Another pause.

Not awkward.

Not comfortable either.

Something in between.

“Well, Emma,” Liam said, glancing briefly at the portfolio tube, then back at her, “next time, maybe keep both hands free.”

She narrowed her eyes slightly. “Next time, maybe I won’t be ambushed by structural criticism before nine a.m.”

That earned a real smile.

And for a moment, it felt dangerously easy.

Too easy.

Then his expression shifted—subtly, but enough for
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