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CHAPTER ONE
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Eleanor Voss had memorized every line of the Hartley & Quinn building before she ever set foot inside it. Forty-two floors of glass and ambition, rising over the financial district like a blade. She had studied the org chart, the quarterly reports, even the CEO's old interviews, because if there was one thing six years of clawing her way up from temp to senior analyst had taught her, it was this: knowledge was the only currency that never lost value.

What she had not studied, what no spreadsheet could have prepared her for, was Caldwell Hartley himself, standing in the executive elevator with his tie loosened and his jaw set like a man already losing an argument he hadn't started yet.

"You're in my elevator," he said.

"It's the only elevator," Eleanor replied. "And I work here. Well. As of an hour ago."

He looked at her badge, still warm from the printer. SENIOR ANALYST, STRATEGY DIVISION. His eyes flicked up, assessing, the way men like him assessed everything — quickly, and with the assumption that they would not be wrong.

"Voss," he said. "You wrote the memo on the Castellan acquisition."

"I did."

"It was reckless."

"It was right," she said, and the doors opened on her floor before he could answer.

She did not know, stepping out, that she had just made an enemy of the man who would decide, eleven months later, whether her career survived a hostile takeover that bore his name.
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CALDWELL HARTLEY DID not lose arguments. He restructured them until he won. It was a skill that had built his grandfather's modest textile company into a private equity empire, and it was a skill he intended to use on Bellwood Manufacturing, a stubborn family-owned firm that refused his offers with a politeness that infuriated him more than outright rejection would have.

"They've turned us down three times," said his CFO, Marcus, sliding the latest rejection across the table. "Maybe it's time to walk away."

"Or," Caldwell said, "it's time to send someone who can actually talk to them instead of throwing numbers at them."

He thought of the elevator. Of the analyst with the sharp mouth and the sharper memo, the one who had argued — correctly, infuriatingly — that Hartley & Quinn's usual scorched-earth approach would fail with a company like Bellwood, because Bellwood's owners did not care about money nearly as much as they cared about legacy.

"Get me Voss," he said.
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ELEANOR HAD NOT EXPECTED to be summoned to the top floor twice in one career, let alone twice in one year. She straightened her blazer in the elevator's reflection and told herself this was simply work. A promotion, maybe. A new project.

It was not simply work.

"You're leading the Bellwood negotiation," Caldwell said, without preamble, the moment she sat down.

"I wrote a memo saying we shouldn't pursue Bellwood the way we're pursuing it."

"Which is exactly why you're leading it." He slid a folder across the desk. "You understand them. I don't. I need someone who can get inside the room without breaking the furniture."

Eleanor opened the folder. Six months of due diligence, three failed offers, and a family patriarch named Thomas Bellwood who had built his company from a single loom in 1962 and would, according to every account, rather burn it down than sell to "some Wall Street vulture."

"You realize," she said slowly, "that you are the vulture in this scenario."

"I'm aware."

"And you want me to convince him otherwise."

"I want you to find a deal that doesn't make him feel like he's lost something." Caldwell leaned back. "You said it yourself. People don't sell companies. They sell what the company means to them. Find out what Bellwood means to him, and build the offer around that."

It was, Eleanor thought, the first genuinely intelligent thing she had heard a Hartley say. She hated how much that surprised her. She hated more how much she wanted to prove she could do it.

"Fine," she said. "But I do this my way. No pressure tactics. No artificial deadlines. And you stay out of the room until I say otherwise."

Something flickered across his face — amusement, maybe, or the particular respect powerful men reserve for the few people who refuse to be intimidated by them.

"Deal," he said, and held out his hand.

She shook it, and told herself the warmth that climbed her arm was nothing more than the satisfaction of winning a negotiation.

She was lying, and some small, traitorous part of her already knew it.

d2d_images/cover.jpg
Hearing Blush love the shining kind world melting ri

The powers come into the cosmos. Why the spice still

..

7

A NOVEL





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





