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      My shoulders ache as I balance the overloaded tray of coffee orders, weaving between tables like I'm performing some exhausted ballet. Six more hours of this shift to go, and the rent's still short. The café hums with morning conversations and the hiss of the espresso machine—sounds that usually fade into white noise after three years of working here, but today they scrape against my nerves like fingernails on glass. I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear and plaster on my service smile as I approach the corner booth, where the air seems to thicken around the dark-suited man waiting there.

      I've been on my feet since five this morning. My second job. The first—night shifts at the convenience store—ended at midnight. Sleep is a luxury I can't afford, not with bills piling up and my student loans hanging over me like a guillotine blade. Each step across the polished floor takes effort, but I've learned to move with purpose. To make it look effortless.

      "Table six, Alice." My manager, a perpetually harried woman with permanent frown lines, nods toward the back corner where a business meeting seems to be wrapping up. "Full service, these are important clients."

      Translation: don't screw this up or it's your ass.

      I nod and adjust my grip on the tray—five specialty coffees, all different, all obscenely expensive. The kind people order when someone else is paying. My fingertips are callused from years of carrying hot plates and cups, but the weight still strains my wrists.

      That's when I first notice him.

      Not because he's loud—he's anything but. It's the quiet authority that draws my attention. The way the three men in cheaper suits lean toward him when he speaks, like plants seeking sunlight. The way his presence seems to command the corner of the café without any visible effort.

      He sits with his back against the wall, a position that lets him survey the entire room. His suit is different from the others—the fabric catches the light in a way that whispers of expense without shouting it. Dark hair, immaculately styled. Strong jaw, clean-shaven. I can't make out the color of his eyes from here, but I can feel their intensity even at a distance. He's older than me—mid-thirties, maybe—with lines at the corners of his eyes that speak of experience rather than age.

      My stomach tightens as I approach. Not just from nerves about serving "important clients," but from something more primal. A recognition of danger, perhaps. Not physical threat, but the danger of disruption. As if this man could somehow upset the careful balance of my exhausting but predictable life.

      I shake off the feeling. He's just another customer. Probably some mid-level executive with an inflated sense of importance.

      "Your coffees, gentlemen," I announce as I reach the table, working to keep my voice steady and professional. "Two Americanos, one cappuccino, one latte with an extra shot, and one black coffee."

      The conversation pauses. Four pairs of eyes turn to me, but only one set makes contact. His. They're gray—not the soft gray of morning fog but the hard, clear gray of steel. They lock onto mine with such sudden, complete focus that I nearly stumble.

      "Thank you," he says, his voice low and rich. The words are ordinary. The delivery is not. He speaks as if he's considered every syllable, found it satisfactory, and released it with precise intention.

      I nod and begin setting down the cups, working around the spread of papers and tablets on the table. My hands are steady—they always are—but my awareness of him intensifies with each passing second. The air between us seems charged, like the moment before lightning strikes.

      Just as I'm placing the last cup—his, the black coffee—a businessman from the adjacent table stands up suddenly, bumping into me from behind. The jolt travels through my body, amplified by fatigue and surprise. My fingers slip. The mug tilts.

      Time slows horrifically. I watch as the dark liquid arcs through the air with elegant malevolence. It splashes across the pristine white of his shirt, the perfect charcoal of his suit jacket. Droplets spatter the table, the papers, even one of his companions.

      Chaos erupts. The other men jump back, napkins are grabbed, exclamations made. But he remains perfectly still, looking down at the spreading stain as if observing an interesting natural phenomenon.

      "I'm so sorry," I gasp, mortification flooding me like ice water. My face burns hot enough to scald. "I didn't—I wasn't⁠—"

      I grab napkins frantically, dabbing at his chest without thinking. It's only when my fingers press against the solid warmth beneath the soaked fabric that I realize what I'm doing—touching a stranger, a customer, without permission. I snatch my hand away as if burned.

      "I'll get more napkins," I stammer, ready to flee.

      His hand catches my wrist. Not roughly, but with the same precise intention that colors his speech. His fingers are warm and dry, encircling my wrist completely.

      "It's all right," he says, and the room seems to quiet around us. His gaze hasn't left my face, hasn't shown a flicker of anger or disgust. If anything, there's something like curiosity there. "Accidents happen."

      I'm frozen, caught between the pull of escape and the tether of his grip. His thumb moves once across my pulse point, so lightly it might be an accident.

      "I'm really sorry about your suit," I manage, finding my voice. "The café will pay for the cleaning, of course."

      A small smile touches his lips. It doesn't reach his eyes, not fully, but it transforms his face from intimidating to something more dangerous—appealing.

      "Don't worry about the suit." He releases my wrist slowly, as if making sure I won't bolt. "What's your name?"

      The question surprises me. Customers rarely ask for my name, even though it's printed on my name tag. They see the uniform, not the person.

      "Alice," I answer. The word sounds strange in my mouth, suddenly intimate.

      "Alice," he repeats, as if testing the sound of it. "I'm Alexander Grant."

      The name clicks into place, and my stomach drops. Not a mid-level executive. Alexander Grant. CEO of Grant Enterprises. The man whose face occasionally graces the business section of newspapers and whose wealth is counted in billions, not millions.

      I've just spilled coffee on one of the most powerful men in the city.

      "Mr. Grant, I apologize for the interruption." My manager has materialized beside me, all simpering smile and fluttering hands. "We'll have this cleaned up immediately. Please, let us comp your order today."

      Alexander—Mr. Grant—doesn't acknowledge her. His eyes remain on mine, steady and analytical, as if I'm a puzzle he's trying to solve.

      "No harm done," he says finally, addressing her while watching me. "Though I think I'll need to cut this meeting short, gentlemen."

      The other men murmur their understanding, gathering papers with exaggerated care to avoid the coffee droplets. My manager is still babbling apologies, offering free pastries, promising discounts on future visits. I should be helping clean up, but I'm suspended in the gravity of Alexander Grant's attention.

      "Go easy on her," he tells my manager, and though his tone is light, there's a firmness beneath it that brooks no argument. "The fault was as much mine as anyone's."

      It wasn't. We both know it wasn't. But my manager nods frantically.

      "Of course, Mr. Grant. Alice, go get some fresh towels from the back."

      The dismissal breaks the spell. I nod, grateful for the escape route, and turn toward the kitchen. As I push through the swinging door, I hear one of the businessmen say something in a low voice, followed by a quiet laugh from the others.

      The kitchen is mercifully empty. I lean against the stainless steel counter, my heart pounding as if I've run a marathon. My wrist still feels the phantom pressure of his fingers.

      "What the hell happened out there?" Mia, another server, pushes through the door with wide eyes. "Is that really Alexander Grant?"

      I nod, gathering clean towels mechanically. "I spilled coffee all over him."

      "Holy shit," she breathes. "Cynthia must be having a stroke."

      Cynthia—our manager—does indeed look like she's contemplating either murder or resignation when I return to the dining room. The businessmen are gone, but Alexander Grant remains, standing now, dabbing at his suit with the inadequate paper napkins.

      "Here," I say, offering him the stack of clean towels. It feels insufficient, like offering a Band-Aid for an amputation.

      He takes them, but his eyes are still studying my face. "Thank you, Alice."

      The way he says my name—deliberate, like he's memorizing it—sends a shiver through me that has nothing to do with fear of losing my job.

      "Again, I'm so sorry," I repeat, because what else can I say?

      "I have other suits." His lips quirk, almost playful. "Though I'm curious what made you so distracted."

      The question catches me off guard. "I—I wasn't distracted."

      "No?" One eyebrow raises slightly. "You seemed miles away when you approached the table."

      He noticed that? I was certain his attention had only fixed on me after the spill.

      "Just tired," I admit before I can think better of it. "Long night."

      Something changes in his expression—a sharpening of interest, a narrowing of focus.

      "Alice, please finish clearing table four," Cynthia interrupts, her smile strained as she turns to Alexander. "Mr. Grant, please let me know if there's anything else we can do."

      He gives her a polite nod that somehow manages to dismiss her entirely. As I turn to go, he speaks again.

      "It was a pleasure meeting you, Alice. Despite the circumstances."

      I glance back, expecting to see mockery in his expression, but there's none. Only that same intense focus, as if he's cataloging every detail of my face.

      "Likewise, Mr. Grant."

      The moment stretches between us, taut with something I can't name. Then Cynthia clears her throat pointedly, and I retreat to table four, feeling his eyes on my back with each step.

      Only when I hear the bell above the door signal his departure do I exhale fully. I risk a final glance through the front window. He's standing on the sidewalk, speaking into his phone, his free hand in his pocket. As if sensing my gaze, he looks up. Our eyes meet through the glass.

      He doesn't smile. Doesn't wave. Just holds my gaze for one beat, two, three—then turns and walks to a sleek black car waiting at the curb.

      I press my hand to my chest, feeling my heart hammer against my ribs. The smell of coffee clings to my uniform, and the memory of his fingers around my wrist tingles like a promise.

      Or a warning.
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      The numbers blur on my screen as I try to focus on the quarterly projections. Forty-eight hours since I saw her, and her face has burned itself into my mind like a brand. I've built an empire on concentration and ruthless focus, yet here I am, undone by a waitress with trembling hands and eyes that couldn't meet mine.

      I push back from my desk, the leather chair whispering against the marble floor. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows of my penthouse office, Manhattan sprawls beneath me like a concrete playground. Mine to command. Mine to control. Sixty-five stories up, and I still can't escape her.

      The skyline glitters with afternoon sunlight, buildings jutting like teeth from the city's jaw. From up here, people are specks, insignificant. But she wasn't insignificant. She was...everything.

      I loosen my tie, feeling constricted despite the vast space around me. My fingers drum against the polished surface of my desk, Italian oak imported at a cost that could feed a family for years. The thought makes me pause. Her family. I wonder what they're like. If they're struggling. The way her uniform had been meticulously mended at the cuff suggested as much.

      "For fuck's sake," I mutter to the empty room. I'm Alexander Grant. I don't wonder about waitresses.

      But I do. I have been. For two days straight.

      The coffee she'd served me sits bitter on my tongue even now, a memory so sharp it might as well be happening all over again. I'd stopped at the café on a whim—no, not a whim. Nothing I do is without purpose. I'd been avoiding the construction on Fifth, took a detour, and there it was. A cramped little place with foggy windows and a sign promising "The Best Coffee in the City." A lie, surely, but I'd had fifteen minutes to kill before my next meeting.

      The bell had jingled as I entered, and she'd looked up. Just a brief glance, but it stole my breath like I was some green boy and not a thirty-seven-year-old man who'd faced down boardrooms of sharks. Her hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, wisps escaping to frame her face. Not beautiful in the conventional sense that adorns the women I usually take to my bed. No, she was something else. Something real.

      When she spilled the coffee on me…the way she'd startled at her name, like no one ever used it, like it was a gift I'd given her rather than pinned to her chest for all to see—that was when I knew I was in trouble.

      I shake myself back to the present, to the empire I've built that suddenly feels hollow. The coffee at that café had been terrible, but I'd drained the cup anyway, left a hundred-dollar bill on the table, and walked out without looking back. A test for myself. A failure.

      Because here I am, thinking about Alice. Alice with her soft curves and gentle features. Alice with exhaustion shadowing her eyes. Alice, who'd looked at me like I was something to be afraid of.

      She wasn't wrong.

      I press the intercom button on my desk. "Rachel, come in here."

      My assistant appears within seconds, tablet in hand, expression professionally neutral despite the late hour and the fact that I've kept her well past when she should have gone home. Her tailored suit and sharp bob are as immaculate as they were at seven this morning.

      "Sir?"

      "I need information on someone." I don't bother with pleasantries. Rachel doesn't expect them.

      "Of course. Details?"

      "Her name is Alice. She works at a café on 28th and Lexington. Waitress. Nineteen or early twenties, I'd guess." I recite the facts clinically, as if she's a potential acquisition and not a woman who's crawled under my skin.

      Rachel nods, makes a note. Doesn't question why her billionaire boss is interested in a waitress. That's why I pay her obscenely well.

      "I want everything. Where she lives. Family situation. Financial status. Relationship status." I pause, tapping my finger against the desk. "Debts. I especially want to know about any debts."

      "How quickly do you need this?"

      "Yesterday." I turn my chair to face the darkening skyline, dismissing her. "And Rachel? Be discreet."

      "Always, Mr. Grant."

      The door closes with a soft click. I watch the city lights flicker on, one by one, like stars being born. Somewhere out there, Alice is existing. Working. Living. Does she have someone waiting for her at home? The thought makes my jaw clench.

      I've never been a patient man. I take what I want, when I want it. But this—her—requires finesse. A different approach. I don't just want her body in my bed, though God knows I ache for that. I want...more. All of her. Every smile, every blush, every trembling exhale.

      My phone buzzes with an email. The Miller deal, needing my attention. The world continues to spin, money continues to flow, and I should care. Instead, I find myself wondering what Alice is doing right now. If she's still at that café, serving coffee to men who don't deserve to breathe the same air as her. If she's thinking of me at all.

      Probably not. I was just another customer to her. But not for long.

      I turn back to my computer, force myself to read the email. The words register distantly, my brain processing them even as part of me remains fixated on Alice. It's this dual focus that's made me successful—the ability to multitask at a level that leaves others in the dust. Now I'll use it to plan my acquisition of a waitress while simultaneously closing a multi-million-dollar deal.

      By the time Rachel returns, night has fully descended, and the city below is a sea of artificial light. She places a folder on my desk—actual paper, because some things shouldn't exist in digital form—and stands back, waiting.

      I flip it open, and there she is. Alice Clark. Twenty-four years old. Lives in a run-down apartment in Queens with her mother and younger brother. Mother chronically ill—expensive medications. Brother still in high school. Father deceased. Three jobs—the café, weekend shifts at a grocery store, and online transcription work at night. Crushing medical debt from her mother's condition. No boyfriend, no significant other of any kind.

      Something dark and possessive unfurls inside me. She's perfect. Vulnerable. In need.

      "The background checks were clean," Rachel says. "No criminal history, good credit despite the debt. She's..." She hesitates, choosing her words carefully. "She seems like a good person, sir."

      I close the folder, meet Rachel's eyes. There's a question there, maybe even a hint of concern. I've never shown interest in someone like Alice before.

      "Thank you, Rachel. You can go home now."

      She nods, turns to leave, then pauses. "Will there be anything else regarding Ms. Clark?"

      "Not tonight." I tap the folder. "But clear my morning tomorrow. I'll be out of the office."

      "The Henderson meeting⁠—"

      "Reschedule it."

      Another nod, and she's gone. Professional to the core. I make a mental note to give her a bonus.

      Alone again, I return to the window, but now I'm facing east, towards Queens. Towards Alice. In her tiny apartment, probably exhausted from her shift, maybe caring for her sick mother or helping her brother with homework. The weight of the world on her slender shoulders.

      Not for much longer.

      I feel a smile curve my lips, anticipation humming in my veins. Tomorrow, I'll see her again. Tomorrow, I'll begin the process of making her mine.

      This time, when I leave that café, she'll be coming with me.
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