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Chapter One: Arrival

	I knew I was in trouble the moment Vivienne Cross stepped out of the helicopter.

	Not regular trouble. Not "forgot to order the gluten-free canapés" trouble or "the florist delivered tulips instead of roses" trouble. This was the specific kind of trouble that came from spending six months as someone's executive assistant and still not being able to predict whether they'd thank you or fire you for the same action. The helicopter blades chopped through the alpine air, whipping snow into tiny tornadoes around the landing pad, and I watched her emerge like some kind of avenging angel in a cream-colored coat that probably cost more than my car. Her platinum hair was pulled back so tightly I wondered if it gave her headaches. Everything about her screamed control, precision, absolute authority.

	I'd prepared for this moment. God knows I'd prepared. Three months of planning this investor summit, coordinating every single detail of her arrival at Montagne Bleue Resort, our flagship property in the Swiss Alps. I had backups for my backups. I'd memorized her preferences, her schedule, the names of every investor attending, their dietary restrictions, their room temperatures, their preferred pillow firmness. I'd even learned basic German phrases because two of the investors were from Munich and Vivienne appreciated thoroughness. But standing there in my practical boots and the cheerful red scarf I'd worn because it was snowing and I thought it looked festive, I suddenly felt completely unprepared for her.

	"Ms. Santos." Her voice cut through the helicopter noise, crisp and cold as the air around us. She didn't smile. She never smiled. "Status report."

	"Welcome to Montagne Bleue, Ms. Cross." I fell into step beside her as she strode toward the resort entrance, her heels somehow finding perfect purchase on the icy walkway while I did my best not to slip. "All twelve investors have arrived and are settled in their suites. The welcome dinner is set for seven. Chef Bernard has prepared the menu you approved, with modifications for the three vegetarians and one shellfish allergy. The conference rooms are ready for tomorrow's presentations. Weather reports are tracking, but there's a system developing that might complicate Thursday's helicopter tours."

	"Might complicate or will complicate?"

	"The meteorologist I consulted said there's a sixty percent chance of significant snowfall Wednesday night into Thursday morning."

	"Sixty percent is not a plan, Ms. Santos. It's a guess." She didn't look at me as she said it, her eyes scanning the resort's exterior like she was cataloging every imperfection. "I need contingencies."

	"Already drafted. If the weather turns, we'll convert the helicopter tours into a private showing of the resort's wine cellar and arrange for the master sommelier to lead tastings. I've also coordinated with the spa to offer complimentary treatments that afternoon. The goal is to keep everyone engaged and impressed regardless of conditions."

	She stopped walking. Just stopped, right there in the middle of the path, and I nearly crashed into her. When she turned to look at me, her gray eyes were unreadable. For three endless seconds, she studied my face like I was a balance sheet she was trying to reconcile. I'd learned not to fidget under that gaze, but it still took effort. My heart did this stupid fluttering thing that I absolutely refused to examine too closely.

	"Acceptable," she finally said, and started walking again.

	That was Vivienne Cross for you. Six months of working sixteen-hour days, anticipating her every need, executing flawless logistics, and the best I ever got was "acceptable." Meanwhile, I'd watched her eviscerate three other assistants before me for crimes as minor as bringing her coffee at the wrong temperature. I was the longest-surviving assistant in company history, a fact that the other executives treated like I'd won some kind of endurance competition. Mark from accounting had actually asked me if I had military training.

	The resort staff snapped to attention as we entered. I'd briefed them all personally, made sure they understood that Ms. Cross noticed everything and forgot nothing. Andreas, the resort manager, stepped forward with his practiced smile.

	"Ms. Cross, what an honor to have you at Montagne Bleue. We've prepared everything exactly to your specifications."

	"We'll see." She pulled off her gloves one finger at a time, a gesture that somehow managed to be both elegant and vaguely threatening. "I'll inspect the Presidential Suite first. Ms. Santos, you'll accompany me. Andreas, please ensure my luggage is brought up immediately."

	"Of course, Ms. Cross. Right away."

	We rode the elevator in silence. I'd learned that Vivienne didn't do small talk. She didn't do any talk, really, unless it was directly related to business. In six months, I'd learned almost nothing personal about her except that she drank her coffee black, worked until two in the morning most nights, and had exactly zero pictures of friends or family in her office. The other assistants before me had complained about her coldness, her impossible standards, her complete lack of human warmth. They'd called her the Ice Queen, and not affectionately.

	But I'd seen something they hadn't. Maybe it was because I grew up in a family where you learned to read people's micro-expressions to survive the emotional chaos, or maybe I was just naive, but I swear I'd caught glimpses of something else beneath that frozen exterior. The way her hand had trembled slightly when she signed the papers finalizing the merger that had almost destroyed the company two years ago. The way she'd paused, just for a heartbeat, when looking at a photo of the resort's staff Christmas party on my desk. The way she sometimes stared out her office window at sunset like she was watching something slip away.

	The Presidential Suite was perfect. Of course it was perfect. I'd personally supervised every detail. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the mountain peaks, a fireplace already crackling with warmth, fresh flowers arranged in the specific asymmetrical style she preferred, and a bottle of the 2015 Château Margaux breathing on the sideboard because I knew she'd want wine tonight even if she'd never admit it.

	Vivienne walked through each room with the intensity of a general inspecting troops. She ran her finger along the mantelpiece, checked the thread count on the sheets, tested the water pressure in the bathroom. I stood by the door and watched, mentally preparing for whatever critique was coming. There was always a critique.

	"The flowers are wrong," she said finally.

	My stomach dropped. "Wrong? I ordered white orchids specifically because—"

	"They're lovely, Ms. Santos. I'm testing you." She turned to face me, and I could have sworn I saw the ghost of something almost human flicker across her features. "You need to learn when I'm being serious and when I'm evaluating your confidence in your own decisions."

	I stared at her. "You're saying the flowers are fine?"

	"The entire suite is more than adequate. You've done well."

	It was possibly the closest thing to praise I'd ever received from her, and I hated how much it warmed me. How much I wanted to chase that tiny crumb of approval like some kind of pathetic puppy. I was twenty-nine years old, had a master's degree in hospitality management, and here I was getting stupidly emotional because my nightmare boss had admitted I'd done something right.

	"Thank you, Ms. Cross." I kept my voice level, professional. "If there's nothing else you need, I should check on the dinner preparations."

	"Actually, there is something else." She moved to the window, her back to me, silhouetted against the darkening sky. Snow had started falling again, thick flakes that caught the light. "The other assistants who worked for me. You know why they left?"

	The question caught me off guard. Vivienne never talked about personal things, never acknowledged the trail of burned-out employees in her wake. "I heard they found the position challenging."

	"They found me challenging." She didn't turn around. "They said I was impossible. Cold. Inhuman, one of them wrote in her exit interview. They weren't wrong."

	I didn't know what to say. Every instinct I had, every people-pleasing impulse honed over years of keeping peace in my chaotic family, screamed at me to offer reassurance. To tell her she wasn't that bad, that they just didn't understand her vision, that she was simply demanding excellence. But something stopped me. Maybe it was the way she'd said it, like she was stating a fact rather than fishing for contradiction.

	"You have high standards," I said carefully. "That doesn't make you inhuman."

	"You've lasted six months, Ms. Santos. Longer than anyone else. Why?"

	"Because I don't take it personally." The words came out before I could stop them, blunt and honest in a way that probably violated every rule of professional conduct. "When you criticize my work, I know it's about the work. You're not trying to hurt me. You're trying to make things better, even if your methods are..." I paused, searching for the diplomatic word.

	"Brutal?" She turned around now, and her expression was strange. Searching. "You can say it."

	"Intense," I offered, and then because apparently I'd lost all sense of self-preservation, I added, "But I've dealt with worse. My mother could reduce you to tears over improper silverware placement at Thanksgiving. You're demanding, but you're fair. Mostly."

	Something flickered in her eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or amusement. It was gone too fast to tell. "Your mother sounds formidable."

	"She's something." I shifted my weight, suddenly aware that we'd strayed far from any normal boss-assistant conversation. "I should really check on those dinner preparations."

	"Yes. Of course." But she didn't dismiss me immediately. Instead, she kept looking at me with that unreadable expression, like she was trying to solve an equation that didn't quite balance. "Ms. Santos, this summit is critical. If it goes well, we'll secure the investment we need to expand into three new markets. If it fails..."

	"It won't fail." I said it with more confidence than I felt, but that was my job. To be the steady one, the optimistic one, the one who believed everything would work out. "We've prepared for every contingency. You'll be brilliant tomorrow, like you always are. The investors will be impressed."

	"You have an irritating amount of faith in me."

	"Part of my charm, apparently, since I'm still employed."

	That got me something I'd never seen before. A genuine smile. Small, fleeting, but real. It transformed her face completely, softened all those sharp edges, made her look younger and infinitely more human. My breath caught in my throat, and I had to remind myself very sternly that finding your boss attractive when she smiled was a terrible, terrible idea that could only lead to disaster.

	"Go," she said, the smile already fading. "Make sure everything is perfect. I'll see you at dinner."

	I left quickly, before I could do something stupid like keep staring at her. The hallway was blessedly cold, and I took a deep breath, trying to settle my racing pulse. This was fine. Everything was fine. I'd survived six months of working for the most difficult woman in the hospitality industry. I could survive a four-day investor summit without developing any kind of complicated feelings about my boss.

	My phone buzzed with a text from Andreas: "Is she pleased? Should I be worried?"

	I typed back: "She's pleased. We might all survive this."

	But as I headed toward the kitchens, I couldn't shake the image of Vivienne standing by that window, backlit by snow and fading light, admitting she was difficult in that matter-of-fact way. Or the way she'd smiled at me, brief as lightning and twice as dangerous.

	The weather forecast had predicted storms. I had a terrible feeling they weren't just talking about the snow.

	 

	 


Chapter Two: Perfect Precision

	The soup was exactly three degrees too cold.

	I knew this because Vivienne had a thermometer. An actual food thermometer that she'd pulled from her bag and inserted into her butternut squash bisque while twelve investors watched with expressions ranging from amusement to horror. We were forty-five minutes into the welcome dinner, everything had been going smoothly, and now my entire cardiovascular system was staging a small rebellion.

	"Ms. Santos, a word." Vivienne's voice was pleasant, which somehow made it worse. When she was angry, she got quiet and polite. It was her version of a warning shot.

	I excused myself from my spot near the kitchen door where I'd been monitoring the service and followed her into the hallway. The moment we were alone, I braced myself for impact.

	"The soup is inadequate."

	"I'll speak to Chef Bernard immediately. The next course will be perfect, I promise."

	"You promise." She turned to face me fully, and I was struck again by how unsettling her eyes were. Gray like winter storms, completely unreadable. "Ms. Santos, do you understand what's at stake here? These investors control capital that could triple our market presence. They're not just eating dinner. They're evaluating whether Cross Luxury Resorts maintains standards worthy of their money. And right now, we're serving them lukewarm soup."

	"It's three degrees off optimal temperature. Most people wouldn't even notice."

	The words were out before I could stop them. Stupid, so stupid. You didn't contradict Vivienne Cross, especially not when she was in full Ice Queen mode. I watched her face, waiting for the axe to fall, for the cutting remark that would put me firmly back in my place.

	But she didn't say anything. She just looked at me with this expression I couldn't read, her jaw tight, and for a second I saw her fingers curl into a fist at her side before she deliberately relaxed them. It was such a small thing, barely noticeable, but I'd spent six months learning to read her micro-expressions. That was stress. Real stress, not just her usual demanding perfectionism.

	"You're right," she said finally, her voice quieter now. "Most people wouldn't notice. But I built this company on the principle that we notice. That we care about details other people dismiss as irrelevant. That's what makes us worth investing in."

	Something in her tone caught me off guard. It wasn't anger anymore. It was something rawer, almost vulnerable, and I found myself responding to it without thinking.

	"I know," I said. "That's why I've been working with Chef Bernard for three months to perfect every single dish. That's why I tested every wine pairing personally, why I memorized everyone's dietary restrictions, why I've barely slept this week. Because I know what this means to you. What it means to the company."

	She blinked, like I'd surprised her. "You've been testing wine pairings?"

	"Someone had to. And before you say it wasn't in my job description, I know. But I wanted everything to be right. For you."

	The last two words hung in the air between us, heavier than I'd meant them to be. I'd said "for the company" in my head, but my mouth had apparently decided to be honest. Vivienne's expression shifted into something I'd never seen before, something almost uncertain, and I watched her throat move as she swallowed.

	"Go handle the soup situation," she said, but her voice had lost its edge. "And Ms. Santos? Thank you."

	I practically ran back to the kitchen, my heart doing that stupid fluttering thing again. This was getting ridiculous. I'd worked for demanding bosses before. I'd dealt with high-pressure situations, impossible standards, people who treated staff like disposable resources. But none of them had ever made me feel like this, all tangled up inside, desperate for approval while simultaneously wanting to prove I didn't need it.

	Chef Bernard was in full crisis mode when I burst through the kitchen doors. "The soup, I know, I know! The warming plates, they were not hot enough. This is a disaster. Ms. Cross will have my head."

	"She'll have both our heads, but we're going to fix this." I grabbed my tablet and pulled up the timing schedule. "The main course is filet mignon. We can expedite it, serve it ten minutes early, and it'll be so perfect she'll forget about the soup."

	"Ten minutes early throws off the entire timing."

	"Or it shows we're responsive and flexible. Trust me, Bernard. When have I steered you wrong?"

	He muttered something in French that was probably unflattering but started barking orders at his sous chefs. I loved this part of my job, the controlled chaos of making things happen, turning potential disasters into triumphs through sheer force of will and careful planning. My family always said I was the fixer, the one who smoothed over problems and made everything okay. They didn't know it was exhausting, that sometimes I wanted to be the one who could fall apart while someone else held things together.

	The main course was flawless. I watched from my position near the kitchen as Vivienne cut into her filet, saw the perfect medium-rare interior, watched her take that first bite. She didn't look at me. Didn't acknowledge the save. But her shoulders relaxed slightly, and I counted that as a win.

	By the time dessert service rolled around, I was starting to think we might actually survive this dinner. The investors were laughing, wine-drunk and happy. Richard Chen, the lead investor from the Singapore group, was telling some story about his first visit to the Alps while the others listened with genuine interest. Even Vivienne seemed almost relaxed, her usual rigid posture softening slightly as she sipped her wine.

	That's when my phone vibrated with an urgent text from Andreas: "We have a problem. Presidential Suite. Now."

	I slipped out during the dessert course, my stomach already knotting with dread. Andreas met me by the elevators, his face pale.

	"There's been a booking error. A significant one."

	"How significant?"

	"The system double-booked the Presidential Suite. Ms. Cross is in it now, but we have another guest arriving tomorrow morning who also has a confirmed reservation. They're a VIP, Maya. I can't just move them."

	"So move Ms. Cross."

	"To where? We're at full capacity with the investor summit. Every suite is occupied. The only available rooms are standard doubles, and you know as well as I do that Ms. Cross will not accept downgrading to a standard room."

	I pressed my fingers to my temples, trying to think. This was bad. Really bad. Vivienne had specific requirements for her accommodations, and those requirements did not include standard rooms with views of the parking lot.

	"What about the Owner's Suite?" I asked. "The one they keep reserved for emergencies?"

	"Undergoing renovation. Surprise water damage from last week's pipes. It's completely unusable."

	"There has to be something. Another resort nearby?"

	"In this weather? Maya, look outside."

	I did. The snow had intensified, coming down so thick I could barely see the tree line. The forecast had mentioned a possible storm, but this was already worse than predicted.

	"How did this even happen?" I asked, hearing the edge in my own voice. "We confirmed all bookings three times."

	"Human error. The other guest booked directly through the owner, who didn't update the system. I only found out when they called to confirm their helicopter arrival tomorrow."

	I wanted to scream. Or cry. Or possibly both. Instead, I took a deep breath and did what I always did: fixed it. "Okay. Here's what we're going to do. We're going to tell Ms. Cross about the situation, offer her the option of moving to a standard room, and if she refuses, we'll figure out an alternative."

	"You're going to tell her?" Andreas looked at me like I'd suggested jumping off the roof. "Maya, she'll destroy you."

	"She's not going to destroy me. She's going to be angry, which is different." I hoped I sounded more confident than I felt. "This is my responsibility. I should have triple-checked the booking systems myself."

	The dinner was wrapping up when I returned. Investors were standing, shaking hands, making their way toward the elevators. Vivienne was speaking with Richard Chen, her professional smile in place, every inch the confident CEO. I waited until he'd left before approaching her.

	"Ms. Cross, I need to speak with you privately."

	Something in my expression must have given it away because her smile vanished immediately. "What's wrong?"

	"Not here. Your suite?"

	The elevator ride was silent. Vivienne stood perfectly still, but I could feel the tension radiating off her. She knew something bad was coming. She just didn't know what yet.

	The moment we were inside her suite, she rounded on me. "Tell me."

	"There's been a booking error. The Presidential Suite was double-booked, and another VIP guest has a confirmed reservation starting tomorrow. The resort is at full capacity. The only available rooms are standard doubles."

	I watched her process the information. Her face went through several expressions in rapid succession: surprise, anger, and then something that looked almost like panic before she locked it down behind her usual mask.

	"Unacceptable. Find another solution."

	"I've explored every option. There's no other suite available, the weather is too severe to transfer you to another resort, and the Owner's Suite is under renovation due to water damage."

	"Then cancel the other guest's reservation."

	"I can't. They booked directly through the resort owner. It's legally binding."

	"Everything is negotiable, Ms. Santos. Offer them compensation. Another date, a free stay, whatever it takes."

	"They're already in transit. They'll be here tomorrow morning."

	Vivienne turned away from me, staring out the window at the storm. The snow was really coming down now, thick and relentless. In the firelight, her reflection looked almost ghostly in the glass.

	"So what you're telling me," she said slowly, carefully, "is that I need to either accept a substandard room or share this suite with a stranger."

	"Share?" I hadn't considered that option. "I don't think the other guest would agree to that."

	"No. I suppose not." She was quiet for a long moment, and when she spoke again, her voice was different. Tired. "This is not how this week was supposed to go."

	"I know. I'm sorry. If I'd caught the error earlier—"

	"It's not your fault." She cut me off, still not turning around. "These things happen. Even in the best-run operations, sometimes the system fails."

	The admission shocked me more than her anger would have. Vivienne Cross didn't make excuses. She didn't accept failure, even the kind that wasn't anyone's specific fault. But here she was, standing in front of a window during a snowstorm, actually being reasonable about a situation that would typically send her into full Ice Queen mode.

	"I'll take the standard room," she said finally.

	"Are you sure? I could keep looking for alternatives."

	"There are no alternatives. You said so yourself." She finally turned to face me, and in the low light, she looked younger. More human. "I assume you'll need to help coordinate the move?"

	"I'll handle everything personally. We can transfer your belongings first thing in the morning before the other guest arrives."

	"Fine." She moved to the bar cart and poured herself a glass of wine, her movements precise despite the obvious tension in her shoulders. "You should go. I'm sure you have other fires to put out."

	I should have left. Should have taken the dismissal and retreated to handle the logistics of moving her tomorrow. But something made me stay, watching her stand there with her wine, her perfect posture just slightly off in a way that made my chest ache.

	"The dinner was a success," I said quietly. "Richard Chen told me he's never been more impressed with a hospitality operation. The soup thing didn't matter. You were right to push for perfection, but you were also wrong to think three degrees would ruin everything."

	She looked at me over the rim of her glass, and I couldn't read her expression at all. "You're very bold for an assistant."

	"You hired me because I lasted through the interview when everyone else quit. I think you wanted someone bold."

	"Perhaps." She took a sip of wine. "Or perhaps I made a mistake."

	The words stung more than they should have. I straightened my spine, channeling every ounce of confidence I'd learned from years of dealing with my mother's cutting remarks. "You didn't make a mistake. I'm good at my job. Great, even. And tomorrow, when you're settled in that standard room and the summit continues flawlessly, you'll remember why you hired me."

	For a second, I thought I'd gone too far. But then Vivienne smiled. That same small, genuine smile from earlier, the one that transformed her whole face.

	"Get out of here, Ms. Santos. Before I remember I'm supposed to be angry about this situation."

	I left before she could change her mind, my heart racing for reasons I absolutely refused to examine. Tomorrow would be chaos. Moving Vivienne, managing the summit, dealing with whatever other crises emerged. But tonight, walking through the quiet resort hallways with snow falling outside, I let myself admit something I'd been avoiding for weeks.

	I wasn't just good at reading Vivienne Cross. I was starting to care about her. Really care, in a way that had nothing to do with professional development or career advancement.

	And that was the most dangerous thing that could have happened.

	 

	 


Chapter Three: The Storm Warning

	I didn't sleep that night. Not because of the booking disaster or the summit stress, but because I kept replaying that moment when Vivienne had smiled at me and told me to leave before she remembered to be angry. Like anger was something she had to consciously choose, something she put on like armor every morning along with her perfect suits and her severe hairstyle. The thought bothered me more than it should have, kept me turning it over in my mind while the wind howled outside and snow piled against my window.

	By six in the morning, I'd given up on sleep entirely and was already in the resort's main conference room, triple-checking every detail for the first day of presentations. The projector worked. The lighting was right. The temperature was set to exactly sixty-eight degrees because Vivienne believed anything warmer made people drowsy and anything cooler was distracting. I'd arranged the seating so she'd have clear sightlines to every investor, positioned water glasses at precise intervals, and confirmed that the coffee service would arrive at exactly seven-thirty with three different roast options because apparently some people had opinions about their caffeine.

	"You're here early." Andreas appeared in the doorway, looking like he'd slept about as well as I had. "Or did you just never leave?"

	"I left. Briefly. Sleep seemed optional." I adjusted one of the chairs that was maybe half an inch out of alignment with the others. "How bad is the weather looking?"

	"Bad. The meteorologist updated the forecast overnight. That sixty percent chance of significant snow? Try ninety-five percent, and it's coming in faster than expected. We might see it as early as tonight."

	"Tonight? But the helicopter tours are scheduled for Thursday morning."

	"I know. I've already started reaching out to the sommelier about extending that wine cellar backup plan you mentioned."

	I nodded, my brain already running through contingencies. This was fine. I'd planned for this. Sort of. "What about the other issue? The VIP guest with the double booking?"

	Andreas winced. "Their helicopter is scheduled to land at ten. I haven't told them about the situation yet. I was hoping maybe you'd want to handle that conversation since you're so good at delivering bad news?"

	"You mean since I'm the one who has to deal with Vivienne's reaction when she finds out she's moving to a standard room?"

	"That too, yes."

	I was about to respond when my phone buzzed. A text from Vivienne: "Conference room. Now."

	My stomach did that stupid flip thing again. It was six in the morning. The summit didn't start for another two hours. Why was she already awake and summoning me?

	I found her standing at the head of the conference table, laptop open, looking like she'd been awake for hours. She'd probably been up since four, working through emails and presentation notes, running on nothing but black coffee and sheer determination. Her hair was already pulled back in that tight style she favored, and she wore a charcoal suit that probably cost more than my monthly rent. Everything about her screamed control and competence, but I'd learned to look closer. The way she held her coffee cup a little too tightly. The slight tension around her eyes that meant she hadn't slept well either.
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