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The Ice Queen
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They called her the Ice Queen, and Vivian Frost had learned to wear the title like armor.

At thirty-two, she was the youngest chief marketing officer in the history of Sterling & Associates, a position she'd earned through brilliance, determination, and a complete unwillingness to let anyone see her vulnerable. Her colleagues respected her. Her competitors feared her. And the men who had tried to date her over the years had universally retreated, defeated by the glacial wall she erected around her heart.

"You're impossible to reach," her last boyfriend had said, three months ago, as he'd packed his things from her immaculate apartment. "It's like dating a beautiful statue. Perfect on the outside, but there's nothing inside."

She'd watched him leave without crying, without arguing, without feeling much of anything at all. Maybe he was right. Maybe the girl who used to feel things deeply had died years ago, frozen to death in the emotional winter she'd created to survive.

Now, standing at the floor-to-ceiling windows of her corner office, watching the Chicago skyline glitter in the January cold, Vivian felt exactly as frozen as the world outside. The heating in the building was adequate, but she couldn't seem to get warm. Hadn't been warm in years.

"Ms. Frost?" Her assistant, Penelope, appeared in the doorway. "The new creative director is here for his meeting."

Vivian didn't turn from the window. "Send him in."

She'd reviewed his file yesterday—Nathan Cole, thirty-five, previously at a boutique agency in San Francisco where he'd made a name for himself with unconventional campaigns that somehow worked brilliantly. Sterling & Associates had recruited him aggressively, and Vivian had been against the hire from the beginning. The company didn't need unconventional. It needed reliable, predictable, controllable.

But the CEO had overruled her, charmed by Nathan Cole's reputation and his charisma during the interview process. Now Vivian was stuck working with someone whose entire philosophy seemed to be the opposite of hers.

"Ms. Frost?"

The voice was warm, amused, and entirely too casual for a first meeting with the CMO. Vivian turned slowly, her expression carefully neutral, and found herself face-to-face with a man who looked nothing like his professional headshot.

Nathan Cole was tall—at least six-two—with dark hair that was slightly too long for corporate standards and eyes the color of whiskey in firelight. He was wearing a suit, but it sat on him wrong, as if he'd rather be in jeans and a t-shirt. And he was smiling at her with a warmth that felt almost aggressive in its friendliness.

"Mr. Cole." She didn't extend her hand. "Please, sit."

"You can call me Nathan. Everyone does." He sat in the chair across from her desk, somehow managing to make even that simple action look relaxed and comfortable. "And should I call you Vivian, or do you prefer the title?"

"Ms. Frost will be fine."

"Ah." His smile didn't falter. "The Ice Queen thing. I've heard about that."

Vivian felt a flash of something—annoyance? surprise?—at his directness. Most people danced around the nickname, using it behind her back but never to her face. "I'm sure you have. And I'm sure you've also heard that I wasn't in favor of this hire."

"I had gathered that, yes." He leaned back in his chair, completely unbothered. "Any particular reason, or is it a general opposition to creative people?"

"I don't oppose creative people. I oppose unpredictability." She opened the folder on her desk, though she'd already memorized its contents. "Your track record at Brennan & Partners was impressive, but unconventional. Your campaigns took risks that shouldn't have worked."

"But they did work."

"This time. Risk isn't a sustainable strategy."

"Neither is playing it safe forever." His eyes met hers, and there was something behind the warmth—a sharpness, an intelligence that matched her own. "Ms. Frost, I get the sense that you've built your career on control. On predictability. And I respect that—it's gotten you where you are. But the market is changing. The old formulas aren't working anymore. Sometimes you have to take chances."

"Chances lead to failure."

"Sometimes. They also lead to breakthroughs." He stood, crossing to the window where she'd been standing earlier. "Look at this city. Every building out there was a chance someone took. Every business, every innovation, every relationship. Nothing great was ever built by people who were afraid to fail."

"I'm not afraid of failure."

"No?" He turned to look at her, his expression curious rather than challenging. "Then what are you afraid of?"

The question hung in the air between them, too personal for a business meeting, too direct for polite conversation. Vivian felt her walls going up, the familiar coldness spreading through her chest.

"This meeting is to discuss the Henderson account," she said, her voice perfectly even. "Not to psychoanalyze each other."

"Of course. My apologies." But he didn't look sorry. He looked intrigued, like she was a puzzle he was already starting to solve. "The Henderson account. What's the current strategy?"

They talked business for the next hour, and Vivian found herself grudgingly impressed by his ideas. He was unconventional, yes, but he was also brilliant—seeing angles she'd missed, making connections she hadn't considered. By the time the meeting ended, she'd agreed to let him present his vision to the Henderson team, though she'd insisted on reviewing every detail first.

"Thank you for the opportunity," Nathan said at the door. "I know you didn't want me here, but I promise—I'll prove you wrong."

"I don't like being wrong."

"Nobody does. But sometimes being wrong leads you somewhere better than being right." He smiled again, that warm, disarming expression that seemed designed to melt ice. "See you tomorrow, Ms. Frost. Or—can I call you Vivian yet?"

"No."

"I'll keep trying." He left, and Vivian sat alone in her office, feeling strangely unsettled.

Nathan Cole was going to be a problem. She could feel it in her bones.

The question was: what kind of problem?

That evening, alone in her apartment with a glass of wine and a view of the frozen lake, Vivian found herself thinking about his question. What was she afraid of?

The answer came too easily, rising from the depths where she'd buried it years ago.

She was afraid of warmth. Of letting anyone close enough to hurt her. Of melting the ice she'd built so carefully around her heart.

She was afraid of feeling anything at all.

And Nathan Cole, with his warm eyes and his direct questions and his complete refusal to be intimidated, looked like exactly the kind of man who might make her feel things she'd sworn never to feel again.

She finished her wine and went to bed, telling herself she'd handle him the way she handled everything else: with distance, professionalism, and absolutely no emotional involvement.

But even as she drifted off to sleep, she couldn't shake the image of his smile.

Or the way he'd looked at her, as if he could see through all her armor to the person hiding beneath.
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Warmth

––––––––
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The Henderson pitch went better than Vivian had expected—better than she'd wanted, if she was being honest with herself.

Nathan's presentation was everything she'd feared: unconventional, risky, and absolutely brilliant. He'd taken her careful, measured strategy and transformed it into something alive, something that made the Henderson executives lean forward in their chairs and start nodding before he was even finished.

"This is exactly what we've been looking for," Marcus Henderson said, shaking Nathan's hand with enthusiasm. "Fresh, bold, different from everything else in the market. We're in."

After the clients left, Nathan turned to Vivian with that infuriating smile. "So? Still think I'm a liability?"

"The campaign hasn't launched yet. Let's see if it actually works before we celebrate."

"Fair enough." He fell into step beside her as they walked back to their offices. "But you have to admit, that went well."

"I admit nothing."

"The Ice Queen, indeed." But he said it with affection rather than mockery. "You know, there's this thing called joy. It's what normal humans feel when things go well. You might try it sometime."

"I'll take it under consideration."

They reached her office, and she expected him to continue to his own. Instead, he paused at her doorway, his expression shifting to something more serious.

"Can I ask you something? Off the record?"

"That depends on what it is."

"Why do you work so hard to keep everyone at arm's length? I've been here two weeks, and I've never seen you have a casual conversation with anyone. No coffee breaks, no small talk, no signs of a life outside this building."

"My personal life is none of your business."

"You're right, it's not. But I'm curious anyway." He leaned against the doorframe, his posture deliberately casual. "I've met a lot of successful people in my career. Most of them are driven by something—ambition, passion, the desire to prove someone wrong. What's driving you?"

"Success is its own reward."

"Is it? You're the youngest CMO in company history, but you don't seem happy about it. You have a corner office with a stunning view, but you stare out the window like you're looking for an escape route." His eyes met hers. "What are you running from, Vivian?"

The use of her first name—without permission—should have annoyed her. Instead, it felt strangely intimate, like he'd taken a liberty she hadn't realized she wanted someone to take.

"I'm not running from anything."

"Everyone's running from something. The question is whether you're running toward something better, or just running."

"That's very philosophical for a Tuesday afternoon."

"I have my moments." He pushed off from the doorframe. "Lunch tomorrow? There's a Thai place down the street that makes incredible pad thai, and I have some ideas about the Meridian account I'd like to run by you."

"I eat at my desk."

"That's tragic. Everyone needs to step away from work occasionally. Even ice queens." His smile softened. "One lunch. An hour, tops. Consider it a professional courtesy to your new creative director."

Every instinct told her to say no. To maintain the distance she'd so carefully cultivated. To keep this persistent, warm, entirely-too-perceptive man at arm's length where he couldn't pose any threat to the walls she'd built.
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