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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SOPHIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The numbers mock me from my laptop screen: $47.32. I refresh the business account again. Still $47.32. The red "FINAL NOTICE" stamp on my electric bill burns into my retinas as I slump back in my ergonomic office chair—the last splurge I allowed myself before everything went sideways.

      "You're being unreasonable, Ms. Matthews." Mr. Peterson's voice echoes in my head from last week's disaster meeting. "The space needs to be functional for our employees."

      "And it will be." I'd gestured at my mockups spread across their conference room table. "These curved workstations promote creativity and flow. The living wall brings nature indoors⁠—"

      "We need standard cubicles. Maximum capacity." He'd gathered my designs, sliding them back across the polished surface. "Either adapt your vision or we'll find someone else."

      "Then find someone else." I'd stood, chin high, gathering my portfolio. "I won't turn your workspace into another soul-crushing box farm."

      Stupid, Sophie… Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      Until I can get my brand up and running, I have no choice. I have to go find employment.

      The job listings blur together on my screen.

      Interior design assistant.

      Corporate design firm drone.

      Retail furniture consultant.

      My mouse hovers over each posting before moving on. A new listing catches my eye—Sterling Real Estate: Housekeeping Manager.

      Sterling... The name clicks. I pull up the local business journal article from last month: "Sterling Acquisitions Preserves Historic Downtown." The photo shows Lucas Sterling standing proud in front of the old Mason Building, all gleaming marble and art deco details. The article gushes about his commitment to maintaining architectural integrity while modernizing interiors.

      And that man's eyes! Holy shit! Lucas Sterling looks as if he could melt the panties off a nun.

      My cursor circles the posting. Housekeeping manager isn't exactly interior design, but it's a foot in the door. Those buildings deserve someone with an eye for detail, someone who understands how space affects people. The salary listed would cover my bills, keep my studio alive while I rebuild my client base.

      I glance at my empty design wall, the bare cork boards that once overflowed with swatches and sketches. The application page loads, cursor blinking in the first empty field.

      My fingers hover over the keyboard. Nana's voice whispers in my ear, clear as the day she made me promise. "Sophie-girl, don't let anyone clip your wings. The world needs your beautiful spaces."

      I spend a solid thirty minutes filling out the online application. I don't like to rush things, so I take my sweet time updating my resume and combing over the grammar and punctuation. I hold my breath for a few seconds, then click send.

      I exhale.

      It's done.

      I'll probably never hear from them, but it's worth a shot. But the hunt continues. Time to fill out more applications.

      A good hour passes, tops, and I'm on my third application when I'm interrupted by the familiar buzz of my phone. Glancing at the screen, I see it's an unknown number.

      I answer anyway. Could be a client! Who knows?

      But probably not.

      "Sophie Matthews speaking."

      "Ms. Matthews, I'm calling from Sterling Real Estate regarding your application." A crisp female voice. "Do you have a moment?"

      My heart skips. That sure was quick!

      "Yes, of course."

      "Mr. Sterling requires absolute discretion with his business. Do you have any previous experience that would indicate you understand how to practice such actions?"

      "I run my own interior design business on the side. Client confidentiality is paramount⁠—"

      "This position involves maintaining the cleanliness of Mr. Sterling's office as well as occasional event preparations. He's... particular about his surroundings."

      Code for 'demanding asshole,' I bet.

      "I understand."

      "The position starts immediately. Are you available for an in-person interview tomorrow at 9 AM?"

      "Uh… of course! Absolutely. I'll be there."

      "Good. And, please, be punctual. Mr. Sterling hates waiting."

      "Of course…"

      "See you then, Ms. Matthews."

      We both hang up.

      He's 'particular' she'd said. Hmm.

      My fingers fly across the keyboard, pulling up more search results. 'Lucas Sterling + Cedar Trails.' The headlines pop up:

      
        
        Sterling Acquisitions CEO Forces Historic Theater Closure

      

      

      
        
        Cedar Trails's Coldest CEO: The Man Behind the Mergers

      

      

      
        
        Sterling's Latest Acquisition Leaves 50 Jobless

      

      

      The photos stop my scrolling. Lucas Sterling in a charcoal suit, commanding a podium. Lucas Sterling breaking ground at a construction site, sleeves rolled up to reveal muscled forearms. That jawline could cut glass, those green eyes pierce straight through the screen.

      But there's something else. Something in the set of his shoulders, the angle of his chin. Power radiates from every pixel. This man destroys businesses without blinking, reshapes the city to his vision.

      And I'm about to interview to… what, clean his house? His office? What the fuck kind of job am I going to interview for?

      To wind down, I pour a glass of wine and put on a Duke Ellington record. I’ve always had a soft spot for old Jazz and Blues. The wine is enough to calm my nerves for now, but who knows how I’ll feel in the morning.

      Later, I toss and turn all night, Nana's words echoing through my dreams. "Stand tall, Sophie-girl. Your art brings light to dark spaces." I don't know what kind of man I'm about to interview with, but I just hope he's not the dark, brooding asshole that the media seems to want to make him out to be.

      But he probably is.

      Morning comes too fast. I rifle through my closet, pulling out my charcoal pencil skirt and cream blouse. Professional enough for an interview, but the cut flatters my curves. At my vanity, I reach for my signature red lipstick—the same shade Nana wore every day of her life.

      "This is your war paint," she'd told me once. "Never let them make you invisible."

      Sterling Tower pierces the winter sky like an ice sculpture. No wreaths, no twinkling lights, no hint of holiday cheer despite December being half over. The lobby stretches out in stark marble and steel, equally devoid of seasonal warmth.

      "ID." The security guard barely glances up from his desk. His eyes rake over my curves, lingering a beat too long. "Housekeeping interviews, right? Service entrance is around back⁠—"

      "I have an appointment with Mr. Sterling." I slide my license across the counter, spine straight.

      He checks his tablet, eyebrows rising. "Oh. My mistake, Ms. Matthews. Penthouse elevator is to your right."

      The private elevator glides upward, numbers climbing. My portfolio weighs heavy in my hands. These samples could show him I notice details, understand flow, appreciate quality.

      My rehearsed pitch plays on repeat in my head. 'Your properties deserve someone who understands how environment shapes experience. I bring a designer's eye to every⁠—'

      The elevator slows. My heart pounds. Forty-seven stories up, and I'm about to meet the man who's been called Cedar Trail's most ruthless CEO.

      The elevator doors part and my breath catches. Lucas Sterling stands at the floor-to-ceiling windows, phone pressed to his ear, his broad shoulders stretching the fabric of his tailored suit.

      "I don't care about the zoning regulations. Make it happen." His voice cuts through the air like steel. "The board meeting's in three hours. Get it done."

      He ends the call without turning around. "Ms. Matthews. You're two minutes early."

      "Better than late." I clutch my portfolio tighter.

      "Your references check out." He shuffles papers on his desk, still not looking up. "The position requires absolute discretion, seven-day availability, attention to detail..."

      My eyes drift around his office while he lists demands. A silver frame catches my attention, half-hidden behind stacks of documents—a younger Lucas with an elderly couple, his arms around them, genuine smiles all around. The contrast between that photo and the man before me...

      Movement by the window draws my eye. A sad-looking peace lily droops in its pot, leaves yellowing. Without thinking, I cross the room and lift it.

      "The cleaning service will handle—" His words cut off as I place the plant on a side table, angled toward filtered sunlight.

      "Peace lilies hate direct sun, but they need consistent indirect light. This spot should perk it right up."

      His eyes lock onto mine. Green, intense, magnetic. My skin prickles under his gaze.

      "You start tomorrow." He breaks the connection, returning to his papers. "You're my new housekeeper. Don't touch the plant again without asking."

      Housekeeper?

      I open my mouth to protest, but he snatches up his phone again and buzzes someone in a different room, saying, "Lisa? Get me a three o'clock with Jason Riggs, will you? I've found some discrepancies with his fine print.”

      While he barks orders into his phone, I glance at an open tablet lying on his desk. The screen is on and it's open to a news article: 'Sterling Acquisitions Files Demolition Permits for Historic Majestic Theater'.

      My stomach drops. The Majestic—where Nana took me to my first ballet, where I sketched the art deco moldings for design inspiration. Where half my neighborhood gathers for classic film nights.

      I look up from my phone to find those green eyes studying me. He still has the phone pressed to his ear, but he looks beyond annoyed. Apparently, I'm a bit too nosy.

      And I touched his plant without asking…

      But there's something in his glare. Something other than annoyance.

      "You can get your paperwork and instructions from Lisa, Ms. Matthews. Third door on the right when you walk back into the lobby."

      "Oh, uh… thanks."

      He frowns as if annoyed. "Sure."

      I can't turn on my heels and get back to the elevator quickly enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            LUCAS

          

        

      

    

    
      The demolition plans for the Majestic spread across my desk, competing with quarterly earnings projections on my laptop screen. A tinny rendition of "Jingle Bells" drifts up from the street vendor below, grating against my concentration.

      "Q4 revenues exceeded expectations by twelve percent," drones the CFO's voice through my earpiece.

      I scratch another note on the blueprints, marking where the wrecking crew will start. The sooner we clear that decrepit theater, the faster we'll break ground on⁠—

      The music shifts to "Silent Night" and my pen freezes mid-stroke. The fluorescent lights of my office fade into the dim glow of old desk lamps. Worn carpet replaces marble floors. I'm twelve again, hunched over math homework in the community center while Dad pulls night shifts at the factory. The same carol played on the ancient radio, mixing with the scratch of pencils and rustle of papers from other kids whose parents couldn't afford babysitters...

      "Mr. Sterling?" The voice of my assistant, Lisa, crackles through the intercom, yanking me back. "Ms. Matthews is here for her first day."

      I click off the earnings call. "Send her in."

      Sophie steps through the door in a black dress that cuts off just above the knees. Yesterday she wore that charcoal pencil skirt and cream blouse. Her lips blaze red, drawing my attention before I force my gaze to the demolition plans. Two times now, I've had to avert my eyes. I don't like the effect she has on me. Not at all.

      "Good morning, Mr. Sterling." Her voice carries quiet confidence.

      "The head of facilities will show you around." I shuffle papers, keeping my eyes down. "I trust you'll handle the tasks Lisa laid out for you?"

      "Of course. Though I noticed the lobby downstairs could use some adjusting⁠—"

      "Focus on the essentials." I glance up, catch another flash of red, look away. "We're not here to deck the halls. You're an interior designer. I get it. But that's not why you're here."

      "Right. All business." A hint of something—disappointment? challenge?—colors her tone.

      At this point, the elevator door opens and Lisa steps out, her sixty-year-old-ish gaze all stone and no warmth, which is exactly how I need her. Lisa says, "Ms. Matthews, you can follow me down the hall this way and we'll get started with your morning checklist."
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