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​Chapter One
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At exactly 7:47 am the elevator doors opened on the forty-second floor and Ari Lennox stepped into the sleek glass and steel executive suite of Hale Security Solutions with her second coffee of the morning and her game face firmly in place.

She needed both.

The coffee was self-explanatory, no one survived corporate finance on eight hours of sleep and positive thinking. The game face was for survival on the executive floor, where every director had an ego the size of the building and twice the attitude.

Crossing the polished floor toward her desk in front of Director Of Finances office, Derrick Ranger, Ari’s heels clicked in the early morning quiet. The executive suites were still mostly empty and she liked it, loved it. It was her favorite time of day. Quiet meant productive. Quiet meant she could get through her task list without interruption.

Quiet meant she could think.

She dropped her bag on her desk, smoothed her hands down the front of her black pencil skirt, and woke her computer.

"Morning, Ari."

She didn't jump. Barely.

Derrick stood too close to her desk, coffee in hand, that smile on his face that probably worked on someone somewhere, but it made her skin crawl.

"Morning," she said coolly, sitting in her chair and swiveling just enough to create distance without being obvious about it.

"You're in early."

"Month-end close," she replied, eyes on her screen as it loaded. "Lots to do."

"Always so dedicated." His voice dropped, intimate in a way that made her jaw tighten. "I like that about you."

Ari's fingers stilled on her keyboard.

This was not new, it was escalating.

The comments had started small. Compliments that went from professional to something subtly personal, looks that lingered a second too long. Touches on her shoulder that weren't quite appropriate. Invitations to after-work drinks that she declined with increasingly creative excuses.

She'd handled worse. She could handle this.

"I'm going to need the Q3 reports pulled by nine," she said, tone professional and leaving no room for anything else. "And the reconciliation summary for the exec meeting this afternoon."

Derrick didn't move, he narrowed his eyes. "Of course," he said slowly. "Anything for you."

The way he said anything made her want to throw her coffee at him.

Instead, she smiled. Sharp. Professional. "Great. Thanks, Derrick."

He lingered another moment, and she felt his eyes on her, tracking down from her face to her throat, lower, before he finally stepped back.

"I'll be in my office if you need me."

I won't.

She waited until his door clicked shut before exhaling.

Month-end. Just get through month-end close.

Ari pulled up her task list, adjusted the collar of her cream blouse, and got to work. Her bob swung forward as she leaned toward the screen, and she tucked one side behind her ear with practiced efficiency.

Two hours until the finance review meeting.

She could do this.

***
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By 10 a.m., Ari had pulled the reports, prepped the conference room, and arranged herself in the chair close to the door with her laptop open and her notes queued.

The finance review meeting was always the same: Derrick holding court, the other directors pretending to care about budget variances, and Ari taking meticulous notes while doing her best impression of being invisible.

She was excellent at invisible.

Derrick stood at the head of the table, remote in hand, cycling through slides on the massive screen. Revenue projections. Expense trends. Client acquisition costs.

"As you can see," Derrick said, gesturing to a graph that showed a modest uptick, "we're on track to close Q3 above forecast. The cyber threat assessment division is driving most of the growth, but we're seeing gains across the board."

Nods around the table. A few murmured questions. Ari's fingers moved across her keyboard, logging everything.

The door opened.

She didn't look up. Didn't need to.

The energy in the room shifted. Subtle, but unmistakable. Spines straightened. Voices sharpened.

Trent Hale had arrived.

Ari kept her eyes on her screen, but her awareness narrowed to a single point, the quiet footsteps crossing the room, the faint scent of cedar and something clean, the way the chair at the far end of the table scraped back as he sat.

"Don't let me interrupt." Trent said, his voice low and even. "Continue."

Derrick's smile tightened, but he recovered smoothly. "Of course. As I was saying..."

Ari risked a glance.

Mistake.

Trent sat with his arms crossed, leaning back in his chair, his attention fixed on the screen. He wore a charcoal suit that fit him like it had been tailored by someone who understood exactly what they were working with. Broad shoulders. Strong hands resting on the table. The sharp line of his jaw. The fade on his haircut was fresh, clean lines that made her fingers itch to trace, to touch the sharp lines of his hair, his face, his- 

Stop.

She blinked and forced her eyes back to her laptop.

This was professional. She was professional.

Except her brain had other ideas.

Because now she was thinking about what those hands would feel like. On her waist. Pulling her closer. Sliding up her thigh beneath her skirt while he looked at her the way he looked at everything, intent, focused, like nothing else in the world mattered.

She imagined his voice in her ear. Low. Commanding.

Tell me what you want.

Her pulse kicked.

She imagined his mouth on her throat. Her back pressed against his desk. His body over hers, all that controlled power finally unleashed, 

"Ari."

Her head snapped up.

Everyone was looking at her.

Oh, shit.

Derrick raised a brow, his expression hovering somewhere between enthralled and irritated. "The reports?"

Right. The reports.

"Yes," she said quickly, pushing back from the table. Her chair scraped too loud in the sudden silence. "Sorry. One second."

She crossed to the credenza where she'd stacked the supplemental folders, acutely aware of twelve pairs of eyes on her. She grabbed the stack, steadied herself, and moved around the table.

One folder per director. Smooth. Efficient. Professional.

She reached the end of the table.

Trent didn't reach for his folder. He just looked at her.

Not at the folder. At her.

His gaze was steady, unreadable, but there was something in it, something that made her skin warm and her breath catch.

She set the folder in front of him.

"Thank you," he said quietly.

Two words. That was it.

But the way he said them made her knees weak.

Ari nodded, didn't trust herself to speak, and walked back to her seat with as much dignity as she could manage.

Derrick continued talking. Something about operational efficiency. She had no idea. She was no longer listening.

She typed nonsense into her notes and prayed the meeting would end soon.

When it finally did, thirty excruciating minutes later, Ari gathered her laptop and escaped the conference room like it was on fire.

She made it back to her desk, dropped into her chair, and let out a long, slow breath.

Get it together.

Her phone buzzed. A calendar reminder for the next meeting. Thirty minutes.

She could do this.

She just needed to stop thinking about Trent Hale's hands.

His voice.

His body, those shoulders, what was underneath that suit, how she’d fit snuggled against his heat.

And the way he'd looked at her like he could see straight through her carefully constructed professional armor.

Ari closed her eyes.

This was going to be a long day.

***
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The rest of the morning passed in a blur of emails, spreadsheets, and conference calls that Ari only half-listened to while Derrick droned on about fiscal responsibility to people who clearly didn't care.

She kept her head down. Stayed focused. Did not think about Trent.

Except she did.

Every time someone walked past her desk, her eyes flicked up, hoping, dreading, that it might be him. It never was. The executive floor was busy, directors moving between offices and meetings, assistants rushing with files and coffee, but Trent's office door at the far end of the hall stayed closed.

Not that she was watching.

By noon, her stomach was growling and her patience with Derrick was wearing thin. He'd called her into his office three times for things that could've been emails, and each time he'd found an excuse to stand too close, to let his hand brush her arm, to comment on how good she looked today.

The last time, she'd stepped back so fast she'd nearly tripped over his guest chair.

"Lunch?" he'd asked, all casual charm that didn't reach his eyes.

"I'm swamped," she'd said, already halfway to the door. "Maybe another time."

There would never be another time.

Back at her desk, Ari pulled out the salad she'd packed that morning and ate while reviewing the afternoon schedule. Another meeting at two. Then a budget call at three-thirty. Then- 

Her email pinged.

From: Trent Hale
Subject: Finance Review Follow-Up
Time: 12:17 p.m.
Her heart kicked against her ribs.

She clicked it open.

Ms. Lennox,

I'd like to discuss some of the Q3 variances in more detail. Are you available at 4 p.m.?

TH

Ari stared at the screen.

He wanted to meet with her. Not Derrick. Her.

She read it again, just to make sure she hadn't imagined it.

Nope. Still there.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.

This was normal. Professional. He probably had questions about the reports, and she was the one who'd compiled them. That was all.

Except her pulse was racing and her palms were sweating, and she felt like a teenager with a crush instead of a grown woman with a graduate degree and a 401(k).

Get it together, Ari.

She typed out a response.

Mr. Hale,

Yes, I'm available at 4 p.m. Should I bring the full Q3 breakdown?

-Ari Lennox

She hit send before she could overthink it.

His reply came thirty seconds later.

Yes. My office.

Short. Direct. Very Trent.

Ari sat back in her chair and exhaled slowly.

Four p.m.

She had three hours and forty-three minutes to prepare.

And absolutely no idea how she was going to survive being alone in a room with him.

***
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The afternoon crawled.

The two o'clock meeting ran long. The budget call was a disaster, one of the regional managers had completely botched his numbers, and Ari spent twenty minutes walking him through basic Excel formulas while Derrick glared at her like it was somehow her fault.

By the time she escaped back to her desk, it was 3:47 p.m.

Thirteen minutes. She put on lotion, again. The lotion causing her brown skin to glisten, smell like vanilla and cocoa butter.

Ari grabbed the Q3 breakdown, double-checked that she had everything, and stood.

Her reflection caught in the dark glass of the window behind her desk. She looked professional. Polished. Her bob was still neat, her blouse unwrinkled, her skirt sitting exactly where it should.

Her bob framed her face perfectly, sleek, and straight, the kind of cut that caught the light when she turned her head. It gave her a polished, no-nonsense edge that suited her role, but there was softness there too, especially in her eyes, the kind that could cut through arrogance or calm a storm, depending on what the moment called for.

She had a body that told a story before she ever spoke, full hips, a narrow waist, and the kind of curves that made pencil skirts look like they were designed just for her. Everything she wore seemed intentional, even on her most casual days: fitted blouses, tailored lines, subtle gold jewelry that caught the light without shouting for attention.

A soft medium-deep brown tone with bronze undertones, her face was diamond-shaped, her chin pointed, and her lips perfectly pouty. Ari knew she looked good. Not in an arrogant way, just in that self-assured, grown-woman way that came from knowing who she was and what she’d survived to get there. She didn’t play coy about it, didn’t downplay it to make others comfortable. She wore her confidence the same way she wore her perfume, soft, steady, and impossible to ignore once you were close enough to feel it.

She looked like someone who had her shit together.

Good.

Because inside, she was a hot mess.

Ari walked down the hall, past the other directors' offices, past the break room, toward the corner office at the end.

Trent's door was open.

She stopped just outside, heart pounding, and knocked lightly on the frame.

"Mr. Hale?"

He looked up from his desk.

And for a second, just a second, something flickered in his eyes. Something that made her breath catch and her skin heat.

Then it was gone, replaced by that calm, unreadable professionalism she'd come to expect.

"Ms. Lennox," he said, standing. "Come in."

Ari stepped into his office.

The door clicked shut behind her.

And suddenly, the air felt different.

***
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Trent's office was exactly what she'd expected. Clean lines. Minimalist. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city, the skyline stretched out like a promise. His desk was massive, dark wood and glass, with two monitors, a laptop, and nothing else. No clutter. No personal photos. Just controlled, deliberate space.

Like the man himself.

"Have a seat," he said, gesturing to the chair across from his desk.

Ari sat, crossing her ankles and setting the file folder on her lap. Professional. Composed.

Trent didn't sit. He moved to the windows, hands in his pockets, and looked out at the city for a moment before turning back to her.

The light behind him made it hard to see his expression clearly, but she felt his attention like a physical thing.

"The Q3 numbers," he said. "Walk me through the variance in the cyber threat assessment division."

Right. Work. She could do work.

Ari opened the folder, found the relevant page, and launched into the explanation she'd prepared. Revenue was up eighteen percent, driven primarily by three major contracts. Expenses had increased, but proportionally. Margin was holding steady.

She was good at this. Numbers made sense. Numbers didn't make her pulse race or her thoughts scatter.

Trent listened without interrupting, his gaze steady on her.

When she finished, he nodded slowly.

"And Derrick's projections for Q4?"

"Aggressive," Ari said carefully. "But achievable if we can close the two pending contracts by mid-November."

"Do you think we'll close them?"

The question surprised her. He was asking her opinion. Not Derrick's. Hers.

"Yes," she said. "The clients are already leaning in. It's just a matter of finalizing terms."

Trent's mouth curved slightly. Not quite a smile, but close.

"Good."

He moved then, finally, crossing to his desk and sitting down. The shift brought him closer, and Ari was suddenly, acutely aware of how small the space between them felt.

"You compiled these reports," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes."

"Derrick just presented them."

Ari hesitated. There was something in his tone, something that felt like a test.

"That's my job," she said evenly. "I support the Director of Finance."

Trent leaned back in his chair, his eyes never leaving hers.

"How long have you been working for him?"

"Six months."

"And before that?"

"I was with Montgomery Financial. Junior forensic analyst."

His brow lifted slightly. "You took a step back to come here."

"I took a step lateral," Ari corrected. "Executive assistant on the executive floor of a company like this? That's not a step back."

"No," Trent said quietly. "It's not."

The way he said it made her stomach flip.

Silence stretched between them, and Ari didn't know what to do with it. Didn't know what to do with the way he was looking at her, like he was working out a puzzle, and she was the missing piece.

"Is there anything else you need?" she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

Trent's gaze dropped to the file in her hands, then back to her face.

"Not right now."

She should leave. She should stand up, thank him for his time, and walk out of this office before she did something stupid like stare too long or say something unprofessional.

But she didn't move.

Neither did he.

"Ms. Lennox."

Her name in his voice did things to her that were absolutely not appropriate for a four p.m. meeting in the CEO's office.

"Yes?"

"If Derrick ever makes you uncomfortable," Trent said, his tone shifting, still calm, but with an edge beneath it, "I want you to tell me."

Ari's breath caught.

She hadn't expected that.

"I..." She stopped, unsure how to respond. "He is just friendly. I can handle Derrick."

"I'm sure you can." Trent's eyes didn't waver. "But you shouldn't have to."

The words settled between them, heavy and deliberate.

He knew.

Or suspected.

And he was telling her, what? That he was paying attention. That he'd step in if she needed him to.

Ari's chest tightened.

She wanted to say something. Wanted to tell him that yes, Derrick made her uncomfortable, that she'd been handling it because that's what she did, because she was good at handling things.

But the words stuck in her throat.

"Thank you," she said instead. Quiet. Sincere.

Trent nodded once.

"That's all."

Ari stood, smoothing her skirt, and turned toward the door.

"Ms. Lennox."

She stopped, looked back.

Trent was watching her, his expression unreadable but his eyes those eyes were doing something to her that made it hard to breathe.

"I meant what I said."

Ari nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and walked out of his office.

She made it back to her desk, sank into her chair, and pressed her palms flat against the cool surface of her desk.

Her heart was pounding.

Her skin felt too warm.

And she had absolutely no idea what had just happened.
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Ari spent the next morning trying extremely hard not to think about what had happened in Trent's office.

She failed spectacularly.

Every time she typed an email or reviewed a report, her brain circled back to the way he'd looked at her. The way he'd said her name. The way he'd told her she shouldn't have to handle Derrick alone.

Like he cared.

Like he'd been paying attention all along.

Stop it, Ari. He runs a business, he has to document that he talked to you. Just in case.

He was tall, easily six-three, maybe more, with the kind of build that suggested he didn't just sit behind a desk all day. Broad shoulders tapered to a trim waist, his white dress shirt fitted enough to hint at the solid frame beneath without being ostentatious about it.

Ari!

His face was all structure and sharp angles. A strong jaw that could have been carved from stone, high cheekbones that cast shadows across his face, and a straight nose that fit the austere geometry of his features.

She had work to do. Derrick had her pulling data for the board presentation next week, and if she didn't have it ready by end of day, he'd make it her problem.

Ari pulled up the spreadsheet, adjusted her glasses, and got to work.

By mid-morning, she'd made decent progress. Enough that when her email pinged with a message from Trent's actual executive assistant, a perfectly pleasant woman named Monica who handled his calendar and travel, asking if she could bring a file up to his office, Ari told herself it was fine.

Professional.

No big deal.

She grabbed the file from her physical files she kept just for review, smoothed down the front of her burgundy blouse, and walked down the hall.

Trent's door was open again.

She knocked lightly. "Mr. Hale?"

He looked up, and for just a second, something shifted in his expression. Something she couldn't quite name but felt all the way down to her toes. 

"Ms. Lennox." He stood, which she wasn't expecting. "Come in."

Ari stepped inside and held out the file. His brow was defined, heavy enough to give him a naturally commanding expression. "Monica asked me to bring this up. The contract revisions for the Denver office." 

"Thank you."

He took the file, and their fingers brushed.

It was nothing. Barely a touch.

But her skin lit up like he'd run his hand down her spine.

Trent's eyes flicked to hers, and she knew, knew, he'd felt it too.

"Is there anything else you need?" she asked, her voice steadier than she felt.

His gaze held hers for a beat too long.

"Not right now."

The same words he'd used yesterday. But this time, they felt different. Weighted.

Ari nodded, turned to leave.

"Ms. Lennox."

She stopped, looked back.

Trent was still standing behind his desk, the file forgotten in his hand, his full attention on her.

"You do good work," he said quietly.

It wasn't a come-on. Wasn't flirtation. Just a simple statement of fact.

But the way he said it made her chest tighten.

"Thank you," she managed.

She walked out before she could do something ridiculous like blush or stammer or forget how to be a functioning professional.

Back at her desk, she sat down and pressed her palms flat against the surface.

Get it together.

This was a job. Trent Hale was her CEO. And she absolutely could not afford to mess this up because her body had inconvenient ideas about what his hands might feel like on her skin.

Ari took a breath, pulled up her spreadsheet, and got back to work.

****
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The day dragged.

Derrick was in meetings most of the afternoon, which was a blessing. Ari fielded emails, prepped documents, and tried to ignore the way her pulse kicked every time someone walked past her desk.

By five-thirty, the executive floor had mostly emptied out. 

Ari was just shutting down her computer when Shayna, one of the assistants from the legal department, appeared at her desk with her purse slung over her shoulder and a grin on her face.

"Please tell me you're done," Shayna said. "Because I need a drink, and I refuse to go alone."

Ari laughed. "You're not supposed to drink alone anyway."

"Exactly. So let's go."

Ari glanced at her screen. Everything was done. Derrick's door was closed. She could leave.

"Yeah," she said, grabbing her bag. "Let's go."

They were halfway to the elevator when Derrick's door opened.

Ari's stomach sank.

"Ladies." Derrick stepped into the hallway, all easy charm and perfectly pressed suit. "Heading out?"

"Just grabbing drinks," Shayna said brightly.

Derrick's eyes slid to Ari. "Drinks sound nice."

"We're just doing a quick girls' night," Ari said, keeping her tone light. Professional. "Nothing exciting."

"Still." Derrick moved closer, too close, and his hand landed on her arm. "You should have drinks with me instead."

Ari went very still.

His hand was warm. Heavy. And it didn't move.

"Maybe another time," she said, trying to step back.

Derrick's grip tightened, just slightly, and his hand slid down her arm, slow and deliberate, his knuckles grazing the side of her breast as he let go.

"Think about it," he said, his smile never wavering.

Then he turned and walked back into his office, the door clicking shut behind him.

Ari didn't move.

Didn't breathe.

Shayna grabbed her arm. "Ari."

"I'm fine," Ari said quickly, already walking toward the elevator.

Shayna followed, her heels clicking fast against the floor. Shayna looked back at Derrick’s office and the door was closed.

"What the hell was that?" Shayna hissed.

"Nothing."

"That was not nothing. Ari, he just..." Shayna's voice rose and she shivered in disgust. "You need to go to HR."

"I don't need to do anything." Ari stabbed the button for the lobby, please come on. "I can handle Derrick."

"You shouldn't have to handle him! That's literally what HR is for."

"Shayna, please. It is fine.”

"I'm serious. If you won't report him, I will. On your behalf."

Ari turned, her voice sharp, her eyes wild. "Stop. Just let it go."

Shayna's eyes widened. "Jeez, okay. I will. I won't say anything."

The elevator doors finally, thank goodness, opened.

"Say anything about what?"

Both women froze.

Trent Hale stood right behind them, she wasn’t sure how much he had heard, but his expression calm but his green eyes were sharp.

Very sharp.

Both women turned to look at him and Shayna's mouth opened. Closed. She looked at Ari, then back at Trent, clearly panicking.

Trent's gaze moved to Ari.

"Ms. Lennox?"

Ari's pulse hammered in her throat. She could feel Shayna's tension beside her, could feel the weight of Trent's attention like a physical thing.

She should tell him.

She should say it.

But the words wouldn't come.

"It's nothing," Ari said, her voice even. "Just office gossip."

Trent didn't look convinced.

His eyes held hers for a long, heavy moment, and she could see him working through it, weighing what he'd heard, what he suspected, what she wasn't saying.

"I see," he said finally.

Ari stepped into the elevator, Shayna right behind her.

"Have a good evening, Mr. Hale," Ari said.

She didn't wait for a response.

She pushed the button for the Lobby and blissfully the doors closed quickly.

Shayna looked at her friend. "Ari..."

"I don't want to talk about it."

"He knows something's wrong."

"He doesn't know anything."

But
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