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The air in the boardroom was colder than a morgue, and significantly more expensive.

Gabrielle Banks adjusted the collar of her cashmere blazer, suppressing a shiver. She refused to let him see it. Shivering was a weakness. It implied discomfort, and in the shark tank that was Sorensen Global, discomfort was blood in the water.

At the head of the obsidian table sat the shark.

Magnus Sorensen. CEO. Thirty-five years of Swedish steel wrapped in a bespoke navy suit that did wonders for the man. He didn’t lean back. He didn’t slouch. He sat with the stillness of a predator waiting for movement in the tall grass.

"Explain," Magnus said. One word. Low baritone. It vibrated through the mahogany floorboards.

Patrick, the Executive Sales Manager, looked like he was about to vomit his kale smoothie. He tugged at a tie that was already too loose. "Sir, the Q4 projections were... optimistic. The market volatility in the Asian sector-"

"I don’t pay you for optimism, Patrick," Magnus cut in. His accent was faint, clipping the edges of his vowels with icy precision. "I pay you for results. Optimism is a luxury for people who can afford to lose money. Can we afford to lose money?"

"No, sir."

"Then stop bleeding out on my quarterly report." Magnus tapped a Montblanc pen against the leather folder in front of him. Click. Click. The sound was a gunshot in the silence. "The numbers are down twelve percent. Unacceptable."

Gabrielle kept her face neutral. Her hands were folded on her iPad, her manicured nails painting a perfect contrast against the white screen. She knew the numbers. She knew them better than Patrick, better than anyone, perhaps even better than Magnus.

Magnus stood up. He was tall, over six-three, looming over the room like a Nordic god of judgment. He walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Outside, the sky over Manhattan was a bruised purple, heavy with unshed snow.

"We need to recoup the loss before the fiscal year closes," Magnus said, his back to them. "Effective immediately, the holiday bonus structure is suspended."

The room went dead silent. No one breathed. The only sound was the low hum of the air conditioning, cycling cold air that smelled faintly of leather and printer toner. 

Suspended. Cancelled.

Gabrielle's breath caught. Her pulse kicked up, a rapid flutter at the base of her throat. She pressed her fingertips against the edge of the table. Grounding herself. Sarah's face flashed through her mind. Sarah in Logistics, who'd been counting down the days until that bonus check cleared. Marcus in IT, who'd just signed mortgage papers.

"Furthermore," Magnus continued, turning around. His pale blue eyes swept the room, freezing everyone in place. "The offices will remain open through the twenty-fourth. Mandatory full days. If we aren't hitting targets, we aren't taking holidays."

A murmur of dissent rippled through the suits, but no one spoke. They were assholes, cowards. Rich, frightened cowards.

Gabrielle uncrossed her legs. The silk lining of her skirt whispered against her skin.

"Sir," she said.

Magnus stopped speaking.

That alone should’ve been impossible. The man didn’t pause. Didn’t hesitate. Didn’t acknowledge anything he didn’t deem valuable.

Magnus’s gaze snapped to her. It was physical, that look. Like walking into a glass door. He stared at her, unblinking.

"Ms. Banks," he said. "Do you have something to add to the autopsy?"

"I have a correction regarding the strategy." She stood up. She wasn't tall, but in three-inch Louboutin’s, she felt equal to him. She smoothed the front of her blazer. "Cutting bonuses five days before Christmas isn't a cost-saving measure. It’s a liability."

Patrick gasped softly. The men and women stared at the table.

Magnus tilted his head, just a fraction. A wolf assessing a particularly bold deer. "Explain."

"Morale is an asset," Gabrielle said, her voice steady, she flexed her fingers beneath the table. Her palms slid slightly against each other. Slick. She wiped them discreetly against her skirt. "It’s intangible, but it has a quantifiable impact on output. You strip the bonuses, you kill the incentive. You force them to work Christmas Eve, you breed resentment. Resentment leads to sloppy errors. Errors cost us more than that twelve percent dip."

She tapped her iPad, casting the graph onto the main screen behind him.

"My team in Operations is running at ninety-eight percent efficiency," she continued, pointing to the green line that defied the company's downward trend. "Because they know they’re valued. If you devalue them now, you won't get productivity on the twenty-fourth. You’ll get presenteeism. Bodies in chairs, minds elsewhere. It’s bad business."

Magnus stared at the screen. Then he looked back at her.

The silence stretched. It was thick enough to choke on. The air conditioning hummed, circulating the scent of expensive cologne and fear.

Magnus walked toward her.

He moved with a fluid grace that shouldn't belong to a man of his size. Each step was measured. Deliberate. The soles of his Italian leather shoes made no sound against the polished floor.

Gabrielle's pulse hammered in her ears. She wanted to step back. Instinct screamed at her to put distance between them. She locked her knees. Held her ground.

He stopped at the edge of the table, directly across from her.

Up close, the harsh overhead lights caught the gold threaded through his hair. The sharp blade of his jaw, clean-shaven but shadowed faintly at this hour. A thin scar near his temple, barely visible unless you were this close.

No one was ever this close.

He smelled like cedarwood. Like something dark and smoky she couldn't name but would recognize anywhere.

Her mouth went dry.

"You think you know my business better than I do, Ms. Banks?" His voice had dropped. Quiet. Lethal.

"I know operations," she corrected, holding his gaze. Short and clean, no apology. It took every ounce of her willpower not to look away. His eyes were glacial, transparent, and terrifying. "I know that you can’t drive a car with no oil in the engine. It seizes. You’re about to seize the engine, Magnus."

She used his first name. It was a slip. A calculated slip? Maybe.

His eyes narrowed. A muscle feathered in his jaw.

For a second, she thought he might fire her on the spot. He was ruthless enough to do it. He’d fired a VP last month for chewing gum during a client call.

But he didn't fire her.

His gaze dropped to her mouth, then back to her eyes. It was quick, almost imperceptible, but Gabrielle saw it. A flicker of heat beneath the ice.

"Your department is efficient," Magnus conceded, his voice dropping an octave. Intimate. Dangerous. "But the company is a single organism. If the arm is healthy but the heart is failing, the body still dies."

"Then treat the heart," Gabrielle shot back. "Don't punish the arm for doing its job."

He stared at her for another long moment. The air between them felt charged. Static. Like touching a doorknob after walking across carpet. Gabrielle's skin prickled. She couldn't look away. She could feel the warmth of him. A wall of body heat that shouldn't exist in a room this cold. It seeped through the thin fabric of her blazer, raising goosebumps along her arms. He was a furnace wrapped in ice.

“Part of your job,” he echoed softly, “is protecting the company’s structure. Including its expenses.”

“And part of yours,” she replied, pulse sharp, “is protecting your people.”

The room sucked in a breath.

Magnus went still. Utterly still. She might as well have slapped him.

But then, something shifted. A flicker in his expression. Admiration? Annoyance? Both? Impossible to read.

“You’re implying I’m failing at my role,” he murmured.

She locked her jaw. “I’m saying you don’t have to cut from the bottom when the top has options.”

A dangerous sentence. She knew it. He knew it.

His gaze sharpened, turning molten at the edges, like he was trying extremely hard not to smirk.

“Director Banks. Step outside with me.”

Her stomach dropped. The room collectively froze. The VP of Training looked ready to grab holy water.

He didn't touch her. Of course he didn’t. Magnus Sorensen didn’t touch anyone unless absolutely necessary. But he angled his body toward the hallway, making it clear she was expected to follow.

She walked out first. He let her.

In the corridor, the door clicked shut behind him. The sound echoed, loud, final.

She didn’t look up. She couldn’t. Not yet.

She stared at a framed photograph of Onyx Tower’s skyline view instead. Frosted glass. Midnight lighting. The building looked like a fortress.

The hallway was empty. Corporate quiet. The kind of silence that only existed in buildings designed to swallow sound. Plush carpet the color of charcoal. Frosted glass walls that turned the world outside into abstract shapes. Recessed lighting that cast everything in a cool, sterile glow.

Gabrielle took three steps forward. Put distance between herself and the door. Between herself and him.

It didn't work.

She could feel him behind her. Not touching. Not even close. But his presence filled the space like heat rising off asphalt.

She stared at the framed photograph on the wall. Onyx Towers at night. All glass and steel and ambition. The building looked like a fortress. Impenetrable.

"Tell me exactly what you want me to hear."

His voice was closer than it should be.

Gabrielle inhaled slowly. Tried to center herself. The air tasted cold. Metallic. It burned going down.

She turned.

He was right there.

Not touching. But close enough she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. Close enough she could see the fine weave of his shirt beneath the open collar of his suit jacket. Close enough she noticed the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw, darker than his hair.

Close enough she could see the way his chest rose and fell. Controlled. Even. But faster than it should be. Close enough she could see the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw. Close enough she noticed the thin scar near his temple, the one no one else seemed to ever mention.

“What I want you to hear,” she said, “is that if you cut bonuses, you lose loyalty. And loyalty is leverage.”

He exhaled through his nose. A short, controlled breath.

“Loyalty,” he repeated. “You think my staff’s loyalty is that fragile?”

“No,” she said. “I think it’s that important.”

A beat of silence.

His eyes flicked down her face. Not inappropriate. Observing. Calculating.

“Director Banks.” His voice roughened by a fraction. “You’re one of the few people in this building who speaks to me like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m human.”

That startled her.

She blinked. “Do you want to be treated that way?”

His lips twitched. “Do you want to lose your job?”

She didn’t flinch. “No.”

“Then be careful,” he warned softly. “Power can shift fast.”

She stepped closer. Not intentionally, her body moved before her brain caught up. “So can respect,” she said.

His pupils dilated. Just a fraction. The pale blue of his irises darkened, storm clouds rolling over ice. His jaw tightened. A muscle jumped beneath the skin. Then he stepped back. The distance snapped like a rubber band.

“Return to your seat,” Magnus said. “We’re not done.”

He opened the boardroom door for her. A rare gesture. Too polite for the man everyone called the Ice King.

She walked past him, refusing to acknowledge the heat skating up her spine when his gaze followed her.

The meeting wrapped fifteen minutes later, with him postponing the bonus decision, citing, "I will take your... assessment... under advisement.” He checked his watch. A platinum Patek Philippe. "Meeting adjourned. Get out."

The room exhaled. Chairs scraped against the floor as the executives scrambled for the door, desperate to escape the blast zone.

Gabrielle didn't scramble. She closed her iPad cover with a deliberate snap. She gathered her things, keeping her movements precise. She refused to run.

"Ms. Banks," Magnus said as she reached the heavy glass doors.

She paused, hand on the handle. She didn't turn around. "Yes, sir?"

"The twenty-fourth," he said. "You'll be here. Regardless of what the rest of the staff does."

It wasn't a question. It was a summons.

"I'm the Director of Operations," she said, glancing over her shoulder. She gave him her sharpest, most professional smile, the one that didn't reach her eyes. "I'm always here."

She walked out before he could respond.

The hallway was quiet, plush carpet muffling her angry footsteps. Her heart was galloping. Her skin felt too tight. That man. That impossible, arrogant, infuriating man.

She needed caffeine. She needed a drink. She needed to punch something soft.

Gabrielle stormed toward her office, nodding curtly to her assistant, Jenn, who looked terrified.

"Gabby?" Jennifer squeaked. "Is everyone fired?"

"Not yet," Gabrielle muttered. She threw her bag onto her pristine white desk and collapsed into her chair. "But the Grinch is trying his hardest." She paused. “Go home. I’m not far behind.”

Her hands were shaking.

She pressed them flat against the cool glass of her desk. Waited for the tremor to stop. It didn't.

Adrenaline. That's all it was. Fight-or-flight response. Perfectly normal physiological reaction to confrontation. She'd challenged the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar corporation in front of his entire executive team. Of course, her body was freaking out.

She forced herself to breathe. In for four. Hold for seven. Out for eight.

The shaking stopped.

Her office was exactly as she'd left it. Immaculate. White desk, glass, and chrome, not a single thing out of place. Her laptop closed. Her phone faced down. A single succulent in a geometric concrete planter, the only organic thing in the room.

She kept it that way on purpose. Control where she could find it.

Gabrielle pulled the clip from her hair. Let the tension release. Her natural curls sprang free, brushing against her shoulders. She ran her fingers through them, massaging her scalp where the pins had dug in.

Better.

She kicked off her Louboutin’s. Let them fall wherever they landed. Her feet ached. Three-inch heels were a weapon, but they were also a punishment.

She spun her chair toward the window.

And froze.

The view from the fortieth floor was usually a panoramic sweep of the city skyline, a glittering grid of ambition and light.

White.

Everything was white.

The view from the fortieth floor was usually a panoramic sweep of the city. A glittering grid of ambition and light. The Chrysler Building. The Empire State. The Hudson River cutting through it all like a vein of black glass.

Not today.

Today, there was nothing.

A wall of snow slammed against the window. Thick. Violent. The flakes weren't
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