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Chapter One: London Beginnings

[image: ]




There's something about the sound of heels on marble that makes you feel invincible, even when you're running on three hours of sleep and the espresso you had at six this morning.

I'm crossing the lobby of the Corinthian—all glass and gold and that particular kind of London grandeur that makes you stand straighter—and I can feel eyes on me. Not because I'm particularly beautiful today, though I did manage to do something with my hair that doesn't scream "I've been up since four designing sleeve variations." It's the coat. Always the coat.

Charcoal cashmere, cut like armor. I designed it myself, obviously. Wide lapels, nipped waist, falls just below the knee. The kind of piece that makes people wonder who you are before they see your face.

I wonder sometimes if that's pathetic—hiding behind my own designs, using fabric as a shield. But then I think, no. This is power. This is intention. This is knowing exactly who you are and dressing the part until everyone else catches up.

"Ms. Ashford."

The concierge—Marcus, always Marcus, bless him—intercepts me before I reach the event space. He's holding an iPad and wearing that particular expression that means someone is about to complicate my morning.

"He's early," Marcus says, and there's apology in his voice.

I don't have to ask who. There's only one person who would arrive forty-five minutes before a scheduled meeting and somehow make it feel like I'm the one being rude.

"Of course he is." I adjust my bag—vintage Hermès, because sometimes you need the classics to remind you of your own standards. "Where?"

"The Atrium. He's ordered coffee."

"Has he ordered for me?"

Marcus's silence is answer enough.

I feel my jaw tighten. It's a small thing, presumptuous coffee, but it's also everything. It's the assumption that he knows me, understands my preferences, has any right to anticipate my needs.

Nathaniel Cross.

Even his name sounds like a challenge.

I take the stairs instead of the lift because I need the extra minute, need the click of my heels on stone to remind me who I am. Eleanor Ashford. Thirty-two. Built my label from nothing—well, from a redundancy payment and a studio flat in Hackney that smelled like damp and ambition. Five years later, I show at London Fashion Week. My pieces are in Selfridges, Liberty, and three boutiques in Manhattan.

And now I'm here, about to negotiate with a man who thinks he can buy influence the way other people buy newspapers.

The Atrium is all windows and white tables, spring light streaming in like a blessing. And there he is, corner table, facing the entrance because of course he is. Nathaniel Cross doesn't sit with his back to doors.

He's wearing navy—not a suit exactly, more like what a suit would wear if it wanted to impress someone. Tailored within an inch of its life. No tie. White shirt open at the collar. The kind of casual that costs more than most people's monthly rent.

He sees me and doesn't stand. Just watches. Dark eyes, dark hair that's probably been professionally tousled, the kind of face that would be almost too handsome if it weren't for the scar—thin, pale, bisecting his left eyebrow. It makes him look less like a corporate deity and more like someone who's actually lived.

"Eleanor." My name in his mouth sounds different. Slower. Like he's tasting it.

"Nathaniel." I sit without waiting for invitation, cross my legs, let my coat fall open. I'm wearing one of my own designs underneath—silk blouse in champagne, high-waisted trousers in charcoal. Simple. Expensive. Intentional.

"I ordered you a cappuccino," he says. "Extra shot, no chocolate on top."

Bastard.

He's right, obviously. That's exactly how I take it. But I smile—the polite, distant smile I reserve for people who think they're clever—and say, "How presumptuous."

"Observant." He pushes the cup toward me. "You had the same thing at the Tate Modern event last month. And at the fashion council meeting in January. And—"

"So you've been watching me."

"I pay attention." He leans back, and there's something about the movement—the ease of it, the complete lack of apology—that makes my skin feel tight. "It's good business."

"And is that what this is?" I wrap my hands around the cup, feel the heat of it, don't drink. "Business?"

"That's what we're here to discuss."

Right. The partnership. The proposal his people sent over last week—five pages of financial projections and brand synergy and all the soulless corporate language that makes my teeth ache. Cross Capital wants to invest in my label. Significant investment. The kind that would mean showing in Paris, opening a flagship in Mayfair, having the resources to produce the couture pieces I sketch at three in the morning when I can't sleep for ideas.

It would also mean answering to him.

"I've read your proposal," I say.

"And?"

"It's very... comprehensive."

His mouth twitches. Not quite a smile. "You hate it."

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to." He leans forward now, elbows on the table, and suddenly the space between us feels smaller. "You think I'm trying to buy you. Control your vision. Turn your label into another soulless luxury brand that sells fifteen-thousand-pound handbags to oligarchs' wives."

"Aren't you?"

"No." Simple. Direct. His eyes don't leave mine. "I think you're brilliant. I think you have a point of view that's completely unique in the current market. I think you understand luxury not as excess but as precision. And I think you're going to burn yourself out trying to do everything alone because you're too proud to admit you need help."

The words hit like cold water.

I should be offended. I should stand up, thank him for the coffee I haven't touched, and walk out with my dignity and my independence intact.

Instead, I hear myself say, "You don't know anything about me."

"I know you work sixteen-hour days. I know your production manager quit last month because you redid an entire collection three weeks before your show. I know you're hemorrhaging money on that Shoreditch studio because you're too sentimental to move somewhere more practical. And I know—" He pauses, and something shifts in his expression. Something almost gentle. "I know you're terrified that if you accept help, it means you didn't do it on your own."
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