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Chapter 1 – The Noise of First Meetings
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Annabel Hart had a rule about mornings: if she couldn’t make them beautiful, she’d make them loud.

The office of Illume Event Productions was already buzzing with half-awake chatter by the time she burst through the front doors, balancing a croissant in her teeth, a tablet in one hand, and a cardboard tray of triple-shot lattes in the other. A few heads lifted when they heard her unmistakable voice—warm, bright, and just a little too big for the minimalist space.

“Good morning, team!” she sang out, kicking the door to the conference room open with her boot. “If anyone says the word crisis before noon, I swear to God, I’ll replace your coffee with decaf.”

A few weak cheers rose from the room. Someone murmured “please no,” and Annabel grinned, setting the coffees down with a flourish. Her copper curls bounced as she scanned the room, mentally ticking off familiar faces.

But there—at the far end of the conference table—sat someone new.

A man she’d never seen before, leaning over a laptop with a kind of quiet, meticulous focus that made him look like he was trying to decode a secret message. Tall, broad-shouldered beneath a charcoal shirt, hair tied back loosely, expression unreadable. He didn’t look up when she entered. Didn’t even flinch at the sound of her arrival.

Which was strange. People usually flinched. Annabel was a presence.

She narrowed her eyes.

Interesting.

“Morning, everyone,” said Margaret, their project manager, from the front of the room. “Let’s get started. This is Brian. He’s our contracted sound engineer for the Winter Gala.”

The man finally lifted his gaze.

Oh.

Oh.

Annabel wasn’t easily caught off guard by a pair of eyes, but his were... arresting. Dark, calm, observant. Like he was always listening for something underneath the noise.

He nodded once in acknowledgment to the room. Then his gaze drifted back to his screen.

Okay, so he was quiet. Fine. Lots of people were quiet around her.

But there was quiet, and then there was this.

This was... intentional.

Margaret continued, “Brian comes highly recommended. He specializes in complex acoustic spaces and frequency balancing—”

“Which we desperately need,” Annabel cut in, plopping into her chair. “Remember last year’s disaster? Everyone was echoing like they were singing in a cave.”

“Because you filled the venue with twelve-foot metallic arches,” someone muttered.

“Artistic necessity,” Annabel shot back. “You can’t fight a vision.”

A few people laughed. Everyone else looked like they wished they were somewhere else. Standard meeting energy.

Brian, however, showed no reaction. None. Not even a twitch at the corner of his mouth.

She wasn’t used to that.



The meeting rolled on, dragging through budgets, lighting layouts, vendor logistics. Annabel filled in the creative details—color palettes, structural elements, the dramatic entrance sequence she was ridiculously proud of. The gala theme was Northern Fire, all cool blues and silver accents with a burst of ember-red centerpiece lighting. Bold, immersive, theatrical.

Brian watched her speak only when the topic relevant to his domain surfaced. And when it did, he finally talked.

His voice was low. Smooth. A little rough around the edges. A surprise in its steadiness.

“I’ll need to see the actual venue layout to determine speaker placement,” he said when Margaret asked about it. “If you want clean vocal clarity, the steel archways need acoustic padding on the underside.”

Annabel blinked. “Padding? On the arches? That ruins the metallic shine.”

He didn’t flinch at her tone. “Not necessarily. I can match the surface finish.”

“That’s not the issue. It’s—”

“It’ll sound terrible without it.”

A few heads turned.

Annabel slowly set down her stylus. “Excuse me?”

He didn’t apologize. Didn’t backtrack. Just held her gaze.

“The echoes will swallow the ambience you’re creating,” he said calmly. “If your goal is immersion, padding is the compromise.”

Annabel felt a flicker of something sharp. Irritation. Surprise. Annoying interest.

Most people softened their phrasing with her. They tried to coax her toward their point. They tried to match her energy so she wouldn’t steamroll them.

He didn’t.

He was so quiet he didn’t need volume. His certainty did the work.

She crossed her arms. “Sounds like you’re saying my design is flawed.”

“I’m saying sound behaves a certain way. You can design whatever you want. But physics doesn’t care about aesthetics.”

A ripple of nervous laughter moved across the table.

Annabel stared at him.

Brian looked back, unbothered.

Well. Well, well.

She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to throttle him or shake his hand.

Probably both.



After the meeting ended, people scattered. Annabel hung back, rearranging her sketches, pretending she wasn’t waiting for the moment Brian passed by.

He packed up quietly, methodically. Every cable wrapped. Every device slotted into a place that seemed chosen with precision.

Annabel cleared her throat.

He looked up.

“So.” She leaned against the table, casual and bright, like her pulse wasn’t doing something ridiculous. “Padding on the arches, huh?”

“Yes.”

“No hesitation?”

“No.”

“That’s bold for someone who barely said fifteen words in the meeting.”

“I prefer saying what’s necessary.”

Annabel blinked. “Just that?”

“Usually.”

“Doesn’t that get boring?”

“No.”

She stared at him a moment, trying to figure out if he was messing with her. He wasn’t. His face was calm, unreadable.

Except... perhaps not completely unreadable. Annabel had been working with people for years, navigating personalities, temperaments, emotional landscapes. And she could sense something under the surface—something tightly held. Not coldness. Not rudeness.

Just... restraint. Like he kept the world at arm’s length unless he had a specific reason not to.

She wasn’t sure why that intrigued her.

“So you’re a man of few words,” she said.

“One could say that.”

“And I,” she gestured vaguely to herself, “am a woman of many.”

“I noticed.”

She opened her mouth to fire back something witty—something sharp-but-sparkling—but the way he said it made heat flash up her neck. He didn’t mean it as a critique. He said it like an observation he’d taken time to consider.

Like her volume didn’t bother him. Like he’d simply catalogued it, filed it away as one more piece of information.

People didn’t usually look at her like that. Not with curiosity. Not with... quiet interest.

She swallowed.

“Well,” she said, recovering quickly, “my noise and your silence are going to have to learn to get along.”

His expression softened—just barely. “It’s not silence. It’s just a lower volume.”

“Right,” she said, lips lifting. “We’ll call it artistic contrast.”

“We can call it whatever you want.”

She stiffened slightly, caught off guard again. His voice wasn’t flirtatious. It wasn’t coy. It was—God help her—as steady as everything else about him.

She didn’t know why that made her heart skip.



They walked out together, not quite side by side, not quite apart.

As they reached the door, Annabel said, “I hope you’re ready for chaos. Gala season is my Super Bowl.”

“I don’t mind chaos.”

“Most people do.”

He paused, holding the door open for her. “Noise bothers some people. But it never bothered me.”

She tilted her head. “Why not?”

He looked at her with those impossibly calm eyes. “Because if you listen closely, even noise has a pattern.”

She sucked in a breath.

He stepped outside into the pale winter sunlight.

And Annabel stood there, suddenly aware of two truths:

One—this man was going to challenge her.

And two—something about him already felt dangerously compelling.

She pushed out the door to follow, letting her boots thud loudly against the pavement.

If he wanted patterns in the noise...
she wondered how long it would take him to find hers.
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Chapter 2 – Frequencies Colliding
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Annabel should have known the day would spiral the moment she saw the spreadsheet.

Spreadsheets were never good news.
Spreadsheets meant budgets, and budgets meant being told “Annabel, please be reasonable,” as if creativity had a price tag and she’d simply forgotten to look at it.
But this one—oh, this one—was the worst kind: the one titled AUDIO EXPENSES in stern, punctuating bold.

She winced.

Brian sat across the long conference table, scrolling through line items with the slow, deliberate precision of someone reading sacred scripture. He didn’t react. He didn’t sigh or frown or glare at the document like she did. He simply existed in a calm bubble of concentration.

Annabel hated how nice that bubble looked.

“This is absurd,” she said, tapping her nails rapidly against her tablet. “This is way too much for amplification.”

Brian didn’t look up. “It’s not amplification. It’s distribution.”

“Oh, forgive me,” she said dramatically. “Distribution.”

Now he looked up.

Those dark eyes landed on her with that quiet, even gaze she was already learning to recognize—the look he used when he was listening but not yielding.

“It’s the sound infrastructure for the entire venue,” he said. “If you want clarity across that space, especially with your design layout, this is the minimum.”

“The minimum?” Annabel pressed a hand to her chest. “You’re telling me the only way my gala won’t sound like a subway tunnel is by spending half the decor budget on speakers?”

“Less than half.”

“That’s not comforting!”

A few people around the table shifted uncomfortably, sensing the incoming collision of two strong personalities—one loud, one quiet—and bracing for impact.

Margaret cleared her throat. “Let’s walk through the numbers—”

“No,” Annabel cut in, leaning forward. “I want to understand why audio needs to cost as much as an entire ice sculpture garden.”

Brian, unfazed, folded his hands neatly on the table.
Because of course he folded his hands neatly.
He probably alphabetized his socks.
“Because the room you’re designing is complicated,” he said calmly. “Hard surfaces, high ceilings, metallic elements, multiple reflective planes—”

“It’s art.”

“It’s physics.”

The room fell silent except for the soft buzz of the projector.

Annabel’s jaw tightened.

Brian’s remained relaxed.

“Look,” she said, exhaling sharply. “I appreciate the technical explanation, but there has to be a way to scale this down. We don’t need a rock concert rig.”

“You want immersive sound,” Brian said. “Immersive requires layering. Layering requires the equipment to support it.”

“You’re telling me there’s no flexibility?”

He met her gaze evenly. “I’m telling you there’s physics.”

“Oh my God, we get it,” she muttered. “You and physics are very good friends.”

Someone snorted into their coffee.

Brian didn’t blink. “Better friends than you and budgets.”

Annabel’s mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?”

“That wasn’t an insult,” he said in that maddeningly calm tone
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