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Victoria Whitmore’s phone buzzed for the third time that Monday morning in February, the screen lighting up with another message from Carmen, her assistant: “Alex Rivera requesting urgent meeting.”

“I bet he is,” she muttered, taking another sip of her coffee as she leaned against the coral limestone wall of her balcony. The crystal tumbler caught the morning light, sending fractured rainbows across the weathered surface, the same wall her great-grandfather had commissioned Bahamian settlers to build nearly a century ago.

The morning light caught the dark waves of her hair, pulled back in a loose knot at the nape of her neck. At thirty-five, she had the kind of classical beauty that belonged in old Miami society portraits. High cheekbones, deep brown eyes that could shift from warm to fierce in an instant, and an aristocratic bearing that came from generations of standing her ground. Her trim figure spoke of morning sails and tennis matches rather than designer gyms, and her sun-kissed skin defied her grandmother’s constant warnings about protecting her complexion. 

In her cream linen suit, she looked exactly like what she was. Old Miami money with a modern edge, as elegant and enduring as the coral stone walls behind her.

Her grandmother’s voice echoed in her memory: “Miam-uh wasn’t built by real estate developers, sugar. It was built by people who understood the soul of this place.”

The morning Miami Herald lay unopened on the wrought iron table beside her, but she didn’t need to read the headline to know what it said. Rivera Development had filed plans with the city commission late on Friday, sneaking in just as everyone was preparing for the weekend. She’d gotten the alert on her phone just after 5 PM that day. As if she needed another reason for insomnia.

She knew Alex Rivera’s reputation—an MBA, designer suits, and a smile that had charmed Miami’s planning board. He built glass towers and called them progress, erasing history with every swing of the wrecking ball. His proposal would destroy Elder’s Landing, the historic neighborhood her family had spent generations protecting.

A flock of parrots erupted from the ancient banyan tree overhead, their raucous calls shattering the morning quiet. Victoria’s fingers tightened around her tumbler as she looked past her garden to the row of shotgun houses below. Their weathered wood glowed rose-gold in the dawn light, standing as silent sentinels of a heritage worth protecting.

Four generations of Whitmores had lived in this house and watched Miami grow from a swampy outpost to a global metropolis. They’d been more than just wealthy settlers; they’d been stewards of the city’s heritage. While other old-money families had moved north to Palm Beach or Boca, the Whitmores had stayed, their commitment to preservation as deeply rooted as the banyan’s grip on coral limestone soil.

“Victoria?”

Victoria turned to find Grace, her family’s housekeeper of twenty years, at the balcony door. The older woman’s face was creased with concern.

“Your father’s on the land line. He saw the paper this morning.”

“Dad is supposed to be enjoying retirement down in Ocean Reef.” Victoria sighed, but she was already walking inside. “Did you tell him I’ve got it handled?”

“I told him, but you know how he gets about Elder’s Landing. He said something about another developer trying the same thing in 1992?”

Victoria paused at her desk, running her fingers along the smooth mahogany edge. It was another piece of her family’s history, carved by the same Bahamian craftsmen who’d built the house. “He did. And the Whitmores stopped him then too.”

She picked up the phone, bracing herself for the conversation ahead. The preservation board meeting wasn’t until ten, but she could already feel the weight of four generations of Whitmore expectations settling onto her shoulders.

“Morning, Dad. Yes, I’ve seen it. And no, Alex Rivera isn’t going to destroy our neighborhood. Not on my watch.”

“These tech people, Vicky.” Her father’s voice had the particular edge it got whenever he was pacing. She could practically see him wearing a path in the retirement villa’s marble floors. “They think they can buy anything. At least in the eighties, we knew who we were dealing with. Drug runners didn’t pretend they were doing us a favor.”

“Dad.”

“I mean it, princess. These Silicon Valley types landing in their private jets, calling themselves ‘digital nomads.’ They’re worse than the cocaine cowboys ever were. At least the criminals were honest about what they were doing to the city.”

Victoria pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t think comparing tech billionaires to drug cartels is going to help our case at the preservation board.”

“The cartels weren’t trying to turn the Grove into a WeWork campus,” he shot back. “You’ve seen what happened to Austin, haven’t you? And San Francisco? These people, they descend on a city with their cryptocurrency and their remote jobs and their complete disregard for local culture.”

“Which is exactly why we have preservation laws,” Victoria cut in, checking her watch. “Laws that I need to go defend in about two hours.”

She heard him take a deep breath. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter. “That last developer, in ‘92—Hank Edison—tried to schmooze us, you know. Invited me on his yacht, talked about ‘progress’ and ‘modernization’ like we were some backwater that needed saving. Rivera’s worse—all algorithms and market analytics. Probably has a spreadsheet telling him exactly how many local communities he can bulldoze before it hits his PR metrics.”

“You’ve been reading his press coverage, haven’t you?”

“Someone has to keep an eye on these vultures. Your mother says I’m obsessing, but she’s too busy with her orchids to notice that her beloved preserve is about to become a crypto startup incubator.”

Victoria ended the call and turned to the wall of photographs behind her desk. Her great-grandfather shaking hands with Bahamian craftsmen in front of the newly completed shotgun houses. Her grandmother Ingrid testifying before the city commission in 1962. Her father facing down developers during the cocaine cowboys era, when drug money had threatened to reshape the entire city.

Now here she was, the latest Whitmore standing guard over Elder’s Landing. At thirty-five, she’d spent her entire career preparing for battles like this. Wellesley undergrad, law degree from University of Miami, and a reputation for being the most formidable preservation attorney in South Florida. She could have joined her cousins’ exodus to Manhattan law firms, but she’d chosen to come home, knowing Miami would need defenders against people exactly like Rivera.

Victoria checked her watch and gathered her files for the preservation board meeting. The ancient banyan tree cast dappled shadows across her desk calendar, where today’s date was circled in red. Below it, she’d written her grandmother’s favorite quote: “Progress doesn’t mean erasing history. It means building on its foundation.”

She touched the vintage brooch on her blazer—the same one her grandmother had worn to preservation board meetings for thirty years—and squared her shoulders. She had a war to fight, and she intended to win.

The city was already alive with its usual symphony of construction crews and delivery trucks. Miami was a kaleidoscope of contradictions: gleaming high-rises casting long shadows over pastel Art Deco buildings, verdant tropical foliage wrestling against meticulously manicured landscapes. Just blocks from her historic neighborhood, Mediterranean Revival homes transitioned into modern developments. 

The sun was rising properly now, painting Miami’s skyline in shades of pink and gold. Construction crews were already at work in the distance, the constant rhythm of progress that never seemed to sleep. A landscaping crew had started on the property next door, their rapid-fire Spanish mixing with the whine of hedge trimmers.

This was her Miami—complex, multicultural, a city built on the dreams of immigrants who had carved beauty from wilderness, with families like hers working alongside them to preserve what made this place special.

She wasn’t just fighting for buildings. She was fighting for the shared legacy her family had always helped protect. Alex Rivera might see dollar signs, but Victoria saw something far more valuable: the soul of Miami itself.

Just blocks away, the historic streets lined with Mediterranean Revival homes transitioned into more modern developments. Coconut Grove itself was a microcosm of Miami’s complexity—old money nestled against emerging wealth, historic preservation battling relentless urban development.

Movement at the edge of Elder’s Landing caught her eye. A Subaru SUV pulled up to the curb and she watched with curiosity as Alex Rivera stepped out of the driver’s side. The SUV was not the flashy sports car she’d expected from Miami’s newest development golden boy.

Damn. The photos in the business journals hadn’t done him justice. Even from her balcony vantage point, she could see why the planning board had fallen for his charm offensive. Tall, easily over six feet, with a lean, athletic build. 

His dark hair had a slight wave that suggested resistance to Miami’s humidity, and his olive skin spoke of Cuban heritage. The charcoal suit was perfectly tailored to highlight those broad shoulders, but it was his face that held her attention. Strong jawline, remarkable cheekbones, and eyes that managed to be both shrewd and warm at once. He moved with the contained grace of someone completely comfortable in their own skin, confident but not arrogant. When he smiled at whoever was inside the car, the expression transformed his whole face, adding a boyish charm to his otherwise serious demeanor.

He turned to open the passenger door, and Victoria absolutely refused to acknowledge the little flutter in her stomach when he smiled at whoever was inside.

An elegant, silver-haired woman emerged, wearing an oversized white linen poncho with abstract black calligraphy cascading down one side, paired with precisely tailored black crop pants. Even in Miami’s humidity, she looked impossibly crisp. A sleek titanium portfolio case completed the international architect uniform.

For a split second, Victoria wondered if she was witnessing some May-December romance, but then she recognized Anneke van der Meer’s signature style. The woman was a legend in sustainable architecture circles, known for seamlessly blending modern design with historical elements.

“Bringing out the big guns already, Rivera?” Victoria muttered, annoyed both at his strategic choice of architect and at the way her pulse had quickened when he’d smiled. He was scanning the neighborhood now, those shrewd developer’s eyes probably already calculating square footage and profit margins.

Then he looked up.

For one endless moment, their gazes locked across the morning air. Victoria refused to step back, though every instinct screamed at her to retreat from the intensity of that stare. Instead, she lifted her chin slightly, a silent challenge. His answering smile was slow, appreciative, and far too knowing.

Anneke van der Meer said something, gesturing toward the shotgun houses with elegant hands. Alex turned away to listen, and Victoria could breathe again.

Victoria set down her empty tumbler with perhaps more force than necessary. Having a face that belonged in a GQ spread didn’t change what Alex Rivera was. He was a threat to everything her family had spent generations protecting. She wouldn’t let his good looks or his strategic hiring of a famous Dutch architect distract her from what mattered.

Victoria finished her coffee, her mind already strategizing. Despite Rivera’s taking the historic name of the property, Elder’s Landing, for his proposal, she would not let his desecration pass without a fight. Not on her watch.

The day was just beginning, and she was ready for war. 
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Alex Rivera forced himself to look away from Victoria Whitmore’s balcony, though the image of her remained: backlit by the rising sun, crystal tumbler in hand, radiating the kind of old-money confidence that came from generations of being right. The chin lift she’d given him was pure challenge, and something inside him had sparked in response.

Something in his chest, but in his groin as well.

Alex felt that spark of defiance that had driven him since he was a scholarship kid at Belen Jesuit, the son of Cuban immigrants surrounded by old money. He smiled slowly, letting her see that her challenge was accepted.

“I take it that’s the formidable Ms. Whitmore?” Anneke van der Meer’s accent carried a hint of amusement. The Dutch architect adjusted her oversized poncho, completely unfazed by Miami’s morning humidity.

“Indeed.” Alex turned his attention back to the property, trying to see it through fresh eyes. The shotgun houses stood in neat rows, their weathered wood glowing amber in the dawn light. Beyond them, mangroves twisted toward Biscayne Bay, a reminder of what Miami had been before progress reshaped its shores.

“One doesn’t normally see preservation attorneys keeping watch from their balconies at dawn.” Anneke opened her titanium portfolio case, extracting a set of preliminary sketches. “Though I must say, the view from up there would be exceptional. The sight lines to the bay...” She made a quick gesture with elegant hands. “Perhaps we should consider...”

“No.” Alex’s response was sharper than he’d intended. He softened it with a smile. “The Whitmore house isn’t part of the equation. This is about Elder’s Landing.”

Anneke raised one silver eyebrow. “Everything is part of the equation, Alejandro. Context shapes vision. And that house...” She gestured toward the coral limestone walls. “The craftsmanship is extraordinary. Bahamian builders?”

“How did you know that?”

“I’ve spent forty years studying architectural heritage across five continents. Those walls breathe.” She ran a hand along the limestone surface. “They understood this climate, these builders. No air conditioning needed with construction like this.”

Alex felt a familiar tension in his jaw. It was the same tension he got every time someone assumed he was just another developer with a bulldozer and a profit margin. “Our plans incorporate sustainable design principles. The environmental impact...”

“Will be carefully managed, yes.” Anneke’s tone was patient but firm. “But perhaps we should consider a different approach entirely. Tell me, why this property?”

Because it was a chance to prove himself to Miami’s old guard? Because Victoria Whitmore’s dismissal of him sight-unseen had struck a nerve? Because every time someone assumed his success came from destroying communities rather than building them, he wanted to show them exactly what first-generation immigrant ambition could achieve?

“Because Miami deserves better than being frozen in amber,” he said finally. “Because progress and preservation don’t have to be enemies.”

Anneke smiled, a knowing expression that made him feel like a graduate student again. “Then perhaps we should show Ms. Whitmore exactly how that works.” She pulled out one of her preliminary sketches for the property, this one showing a dramatic blend of old and new.

Alex glanced back up at the balcony, but Victoria was gone. Still, he felt the weight of her watching, the same way he’d felt the intensity of her gaze during their brief eye contact. She thought she had him figured out. Just another developer in an expensive suit.

He was looking forward to proving her wrong.

“Your assistant said the preservation board meets at ten,” Anneke said. The Dutch architect had arrived from Rotterdam last night, her reputation for seamlessly blending modern design with historical elements making her the perfect choice for Elder’s Landing. “But you wanted to see the site at sunrise?”

“Best light for understanding a property,” Alex said. He looked at Elder’s Landing in the growing light. The shotgun houses stood in neat rows, their weathered wood glowing amber in the dawn. Beyond them, mangroves twisted toward Biscayne Bay, a reminder of what Miami had been before progress reshaped its shores.

“Interesting,” Anneke murmured. “The sight lines to the water... the relationship between buildings and landscape... whoever planned this understood something about place-making.”

“The city commission has already indicated preliminary support,” he said to Anneke, as he considered Victoria Whitmore. “But the preservation board—”

“Will be a problem?” Anneke’s accent carried a hint of amusement. “Your office sent me quite a file on Ms. Whitmore’s preservation victories.”

“She fights to preserve Miami’s past,” Alex said, finally turning away from Victoria’s balcony. “I’m here to build its future.”

“Perhaps they’re not as separate as you think.” Anneke pointed to a mangrove at the water’s edge. “In Rotterdam, we learned that the best way forward is often through synthesis, not conquest. These buildings tell a story, Alejandro. The question is, how do we add our chapter without erasing the ones that came before?”

He turned to face her.

“The shotgun houses,” she began, her Dutch accent lending gravity to her words, “they tell a story of Miami’s working class. But stories evolve.” She pulled a series of translucent overlays from her titanium portfolio.

“Here—” she gestured to a cluster of three-story buildings arranged in a courtyard pattern, “we honor that legacy with new housing for today’s working class. Nurses coming off long shifts at Mercy Hospital. Teachers from Coconut Grove Elementary. First responders who can’t afford to live in the communities they serve.”

She placed another overlay, this one showing gardens and walkways. “The buildings embrace the courtyard, creating community spaces. We’ll use native plants, porous surfaces. The mangroves stay untouched—they’re essential for preventing erosion and protecting wildlife.”

Alex studied the drawings, noting how the buildings seemed to grow organically from the landscape rather than dominating it. Though he’d spent hours looking at these drawings in the months since he had hired Anneke, he saw them differently when she presented them. “And the high-rise?”

Anneke’s smile was knowing. “Ah, now that’s where we make our statement.” She unveiled the centerpiece of her design, a thirty-story tower that seemed to twist as it rose, its glass façade reflecting the sky and water. “Positioned here, angled fifteen degrees northeast. Every unit gets either a bay view or a city view. The shape minimizes wind resistance—essential for hurricane safety—while maximizing natural light.”

She traced the building’s curve with one finger. “See how it seems to dance? This isn’t just another glass box. The form is inspired by mangrove roots, the way they curve and reach. The lower floors will have deeper balconies, creating shade and reducing energy costs. The glass is specially treated to prevent bird strikes—a major issue with traditional high-rises.”

Alex leaned closer, seeing how the luxury tower and affordable housing components worked together. “Your plan is that the price point on the condos will offset the cost of the workforce housing?”

“Precisely. But more than that. Look here.” She pointed to where the buildings met the street. “Ground-floor retail, cafes, small business spaces. We create a neighborhood, not just buildings. The high-rise residents get their views, yes, but they also become part of a vibrant community. And the community gets new neighbors who can support local businesses.”

Her enthusiasm was infectious, but Alex knew the battle ahead. “The Preservation Board—”

“Will see that we’re not destroying history, but writing its next chapter.” Anneke’s voice carried absolute conviction. “The shotgun houses tell one story of Miami’s workers. These buildings will tell another. Change is inevitable, Alejandro. The question is whether we shape it with purpose or let it happen haphazardly.”

She gathered her drawings with precise movements. “Ms. Whitmore fights to preserve Miami’s soul. We must show her we’re not here to destroy it, but to help it grow.”

Alex looked back toward Victoria’s balcony, though she was long gone. Anneke’s vision was compelling—a perfect blend of profit and purpose. But would it be enough to convince a woman whose family had spent generations fighting against change?

He remembered the way Victoria had held his gaze, chin lifted in challenge. This wasn’t just about buildings. It was about proving that progress and preservation could coexist.

“Let’s get to the office,” he said, opening the car door for Anneke. “I want to see the full renderings.” 

They walked back to the Subaru SUV. To him, it was as much of a statement as a Lamborghini or Porsche would be. It said he was a responsible man who needed room for his athletic gear and construction equipment rather than a beautiful woman in a convertible.

Alex’s journey wasn’t written in boardrooms or inherited through family connections. It was etched in the stories of struggle, of his parents’ immigration, of late nights and early mornings, of a dream that refused to be contained by boundaries—geographical or social.

His mother, Elena, had arrived from Cuba with nothing but a suitcase and an unbreakable spirit. His father, Miguel, worked three jobs to put food on the table and send Alex to the best schools. They lived in a tiny apartment in Little Havana, a neighborhood that would become the crucible of Alex’s ambition.

“Mijo,” his mother would say, her voice a mixture of love and fierce determination, “in this country, you don’t wait for opportunities. You create them.”

And create them he had.

Rivera Development was more than a real estate firm. It was a vision of urban transformation, of bridging communities, of reimagining what a city could be. Elder’s Landing represented everything he believed in. It was a chance to challenge the old guard, to prove that progress wasn’t about erasing history, but about writing a new chapter.

It didn’t take long to drive to his office in an upmarket mixed-use complex in the center of Coconut Grove. The building was inspired by the colorful Spanish architecture of Barcelona’s Gaudi, and the office space was bright and airy. From big windows the landscaping was almost part of the building, including a fountain, palm trees, courtyards and a promenade.

His office was a testament to his methodical approach. Its reception area was dominated by a scale model of their signature project, a four-block revitalization in Miami’s Calle Ocho district. The glass walls offered panoramic views of Biscayne Bay, but the real energy was inside, where the morning buzz of deal-making had already begun.

“I’ve got the Kendall Place people coming in at eleven,” Yannick Baptiste called out, his Haitian-French accent carrying over the cubicle walls. As head of office leasing, he’d mastered the art of juggling multiple deals while making each client feel like his only priority. His desk was a carefully organized chaos of lease agreements and property photos, with his grandmother’s worn wooden cross hanging from his monitor. A reminder, he always said, to keep his deals honest.

From the adjacent workspace, Mai Tarawong looked up from her retail spreadsheets. “Tell them to stop by the second floor first. That new coffee shop has chai lattes to die for.” As retail leasing manager, she’d transformed three Rivera properties into destination dining spots, earning her the nickname “The Taste Maker.” Her corner of the office was a vision board of successful storefronts, each one a testament to her knack for matching the right business with the right location.

“Has anyone seen the Coconut Grove submittal?” Nadine Pinder’s voice carried from her cubicle, which resembled an architect’s studio more than an office space. As tenant coordinator, she navigated the complex dance between tenant improvements and building integrity. Rolled blueprints competed for space with material samples and paint swatches, while her twin monitors displayed AutoCAD drawings of upcoming renovations.

Near the window, Brian Thompson, their expeditor and zoning specialist, waved a folder at her. He was already on his third call of the day. His cubicle walls were papered with zoning maps and building codes, and he kept a dog-eared copy of Miami’s municipal code on his desk like others might keep a Bible. His desk calendar was color-coded with hearing dates and filing deadlines, each one representing another step toward project approval.

The small kitchen area buzzed with morning activity as Pam Harris, Alex’s project manager, worked the cafecito machine with practiced efficiency. The rich aroma of Cuban coffee permeated the office, a daily ritual as essential to operations as the morning meeting. The machine had been Alex’s first office purchase. It was top-of-the-line model that produced coffee strong enough to fuel their ambitious timelines.

Alex’s corner office stood apart, its glass walls offering views of both the bay and his team. The space reflected his dual nature: one wall lined with architectural models of completed projects, the other displaying family photos: his parents at the opening of his first major development, his sister’s graduation from medical school. His desk, a clean-lined piece of Cuban mahogany, held three monitors displaying real-time project updates, while a worn leather sofa in one corner had witnessed countless late-night strategy sessions.

The heart of the office was the conference room, its walls covered in maps of Miami marking past, present, and future Rivera Development projects. Each pin represented not just a property, but a vision for how the city could grow while honoring its roots. The table was large enough to accommodate the whole team, though more often it hosted impromptu strategy sessions, with coffee cups and site plans scattered across its surface as deals came together and projects took shape.

This wasn’t just a real estate office. It was an incubator for Miami’s future, run by people who understood both the city’s potential and its heritage. And today, with the Elder’s Landing project hanging in the balance, the energy was electric with possibility.

The Elder’s Landing project was different. It wasn’t just about square footage or return on investment. It was about community. Mixed-use development that would create affordable housing alongside small business incubators, green spaces that connected neighborhoods, cultural centers that celebrated Miami’s diverse heritage.

He knew the Whitmores would fight. Old money rarely welcomed new vision.

He’d done his research, and he knew Victoria Whitmore was formidable. A preservation lawyer with deep roots in the community, connected to every influential network in Miami. She wouldn’t go down without a fight.

Good. Neither would he.

Elder’s Landing was more than lines and measurements. It was a love letter to Miami: to its past, its present, its future.

A future he intended to shape, one development at a time.

Alex spread the preliminary plans across his desk. The morning’s site visit had shifted something in his perspective. He’d gone to Elder’s Landing expecting to confirm his vision. Instead, he’d found himself questioning it.

“The preservation board meeting starts in an hour,” Pam Harris said from his doorway. His project manager had been with him since the beginning, when Rivera Development was just a dream in a tiny Westchester office.

His phone buzzed with a text from Elena, his sister: “Mami says you’re skipping Sunday dinner again? While you’re trying to tear down historic houses?”

He sighed. His mother had been not-so-subtly opposed to this project from the start. Elena Rivera had raised her children with a fierce appreciation for heritage, an immigrant’s understanding that the past wasn’t something to be discarded lightly.

“Make sure everyone’s ready with the presentation materials,” he told Pam.

But as his team gathered their documents, Alex found himself thinking about the way dawn light had painted Victoria Whitmore’s face, the strength in her posture as she’d silently challenged him. She wanted to be his enemy? She’d learn what that meant.
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Tuesday morning at ten, Victoria Whitmore scanned the packed room at the Miami-Dade Community Center. Alex Rivera was moving fast to gain approval for his plans, and it wasn’t a surprise that he’d managed to fit a presentation on his project into the agenda for the historic preservation committee meeting. She was fortunate that she had her own strings to pull and was able to get onto the agenda right after him.

She scanned the packed meeting room, cataloging who had turned out for this battle. How many of those in the audience were there to support her efforts, and how many had been recruited by Rivera to convince the members of the board to overrule decades of historic preservation?

Her tailored ivory blazer was a shield, her posture a carefully constructed armor of confidence and precision. The familiar weight of her grandmother’s brooch helped steady her nerves as she reviewed her notes one final time.

But beneath the surface, her heart raced. Rivera’s wasn’t just another development proposal. Because Elder’s Landing meant so much to her family, this was personal.

The city had survived decades of rapacious development, bulldozing the historic Overtown neighborhood for a highway, destroying decaying Art Deco hotels and coral rock bungalows that represented the city’s earliest settlers. But her family had been there every step of the way, struggling to protect the heritage of a city and its people. 

The room was a pressure cooker of competing narratives and urban dreams. Local residents, city officials, developers, and preservation advocates formed a human mosaic that reflected the city’s complex social fabric. To most, it was a community meeting. To Victoria, it was a battlefield.

Beside her, her brother James fidgeted with a manila folder filled with historical documents and preservation reports. She felt his nervous energy, a stark contrast to her outward calm.

“Breathe,” she murmured to herself, a mantra learned from years of courtroom battles and community negotiations.

Her gaze swept the room, and she locked eyes with Alex Rivera.

He was even more striking than he’d appeared from her balcony that morning. He wore his tailored charcoal suit like armor, but there was something in his bearing that set him apart from the usual developers she faced. A contained intensity, a focus that suggested this was about more than just profit margins.

Their eyes met across the room, and that same electric tension from their dawn encounter crackled between them. This time he didn’t smile. Instead, he gave her a slight nod, an acknowledgment between equals about to do battle.

He was handsome in a way that spoke of intelligence more than raw physicality—though he was certainly that too. Dark eyes scanning the room, taking in every detail. His body was coiled like a serpent’s. He was dangerous opponent.

Once again she felt that surge of sexual energy that passed between them. It was more than a challenge. It was silent and electric and made her blood rush. He offered the barest hint of a smile. Not a smirk. Something more complex. Respectful, perhaps. But definitely competitive.

Victoria forced herself to look away, irritated by how much his presence affected her. He was just another developer trying to destroy another historic neighborhood. The fact that he filled out his suit exceptionally well was irrelevant.

James leaned close. “You’re staring,” he whispered.

“Studying,” Victoria corrected, her voice low. “Know thy enemy.”

But even as the words left her mouth, she knew “enemy” was too simple a word. Alex Rivera represented something more nuanced. His was a vision of Miami that competed with her own but wasn’t entirely without merit. And that made him far more dangerous than a simple antagonist.
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