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I moved through the cybersecurity division with a stride I didn't possess three months ago. The glass-walled conference room buzzed with animated discussion as the team reviewed the quarterly security metrics—metrics that had improved by thirty-seven percent since my protocols were implemented.

"Morrison's architecture is the reason we landed the Axis contract," I overheard Thompson saying to a new hire as I passed. The casual acknowledgment sent a small thrill through me that I carefully kept from showing on my face.

My office—no longer feeling temporary—had transformed gradually over the past months. The generic corporate artwork had been replaced with framed topographical maps that reminded me of my military days. A small bonsai tree that Lucy had given me ("to celebrate surviving your first month") sat on the corner of my desk beside a sleek coffee mug emblazoned with the company logo. The desk itself was meticulously organized, my notebooks aligned at perfect right angles—a habit Victoria had commented on with approval.

I settled into my chair, bringing up the presentation I'd be delivering to the board next week. The thought no longer filled me with anxiety. I knew my work was exceptional—Victoria wouldn't accept anything less.

Through the glass walls, I could see into the main conference room where Victoria stood at the head of the table, commanding attention without raising her voice. She wore a tailored navy suit today, her black hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail that emphasized her striking jawline. Even from this distance, I could see how the others leaned toward her when she spoke, desperate for her approval.

I knew exactly how that felt.

As if sensing my gaze, Victoria glanced up, her piercing blue eyes finding mine instantly across the office landscape. The connection lasted only a second—a professional acknowledgment to anyone watching. She gave me a slight nod before returning to her presentation.

But that brief look carried the weight of everything between us. The late nights in her office bent over her desk. The weekends at her penthouse where I'd learned exactly how much pleasure could come from surrender. The marks hidden beneath my crisp white shirt that branded me as hers.

I shifted in my chair, forcing my attention back to my screen. In the office, I was Michael Morrison, respected Cybersecurity Systems Architect. But the slight ache when I sat reminded me of who I became behind closed doors.

The department-wide email had appeared in everyone's inbox at 3:15 PM, calling for an immediate gathering in the main conference area. By 3:30, the entire cybersecurity division stood in a loose semicircle, the low hum of speculation filling the air. I positioned myself toward the back, preferring to observe rather than be observed.

Victoria entered precisely at 3:31, and the room fell silent. She moved with that effortless authority that made every head turn, every conversation halt. Today's navy suit was a masterpiece of tailoring—structured shoulders emphasizing her height, the subtle tapering at the waist hinting at the curves beneath the professional exterior. Her silk blouse was the color of champagne, and her heels clicked with purpose across the polished floor.

"I'll keep this brief," she announced, her voice carrying without effort. "As of thirty minutes ago, Kingsley Financial has officially signed with us for a complete security infrastructure overhaul."

A ripple of excitement moved through the crowd. Kingsley wasn't just any client—they were a financial giant with assets in the billions. Landing them was the equivalent of bagging a unicorn.

"This represents the largest contract in our division's history," Victoria continued, allowing herself the faintest smile. "The competition was fierce, but our proposal demonstrated superior architecture and implementation strategy."

Her eyes swept the room, commanding and assessing all at once. I felt a familiar tightening in my chest when her gaze passed over me.

"Given the scale and sensitivity of this project, I've selected Michael Morrison to lead the implementation team."

All eyes turned to me. I straightened my shoulders, accepting the congratulatory nods and murmured approval with what I hoped was professional composure. Inside, though, I was swimming in the afterglow of her recognition—both the public kind and the private acknowledgment I knew it represented.

"Michael's security architecture formed the backbone of our proposal," Victoria added. "Kingsley specifically mentioned it as a deciding factor."

Thompson clapped me on the shoulder. "Told you so," he said, referencing our earlier conversation.

As Victoria continued outlining the project timeline, I felt someone watching me. Glancing to my left, I found Lucy studying me with an expression I couldn't quite place. It wasn't the polite professional interest she'd shown during our previous interactions. This was more... appraising. As if she were seeing me clearly for the first time.

When our eyes met, she didn't look away. Instead, her lips curved into a small, knowing smile before she returned her attention to Victoria.

The meeting concluded with Victoria assigning preliminary teams and deadlines. As everyone dispersed, I felt the weight of my new responsibility settling over me—along with the lingering curiosity about Lucy's sudden interest. But those thoughts were quickly overshadowed when Victoria caught my eye from across the room.

The office settled into its post-announcement rhythm, but my mind refused to focus on the Kingsley documentation spread across my desk. Instead, my attention kept drifting to Victoria's corner office, where Lucy had been stationed for the past hour.

Through the glass walls, I watched their interaction unfold like a silent film. Victoria stood behind her desk, gesturing toward something on her monitor while Lucy leaned in beside her, their shoulders touching. Nothing inappropriate—just two professionals reviewing documents—yet there was an unmistakable comfort in their physical proximity that seemed to transcend typical workplace boundaries.

When Victoria reached for her coffee, her fingers brushed against Lucy's wrist. The touch lasted a fraction of a second longer than necessary. Lucy didn't flinch or move away—if anything, she leaned imperceptibly closer.

I forced my attention back to my screen, annoyed at my own distraction. The Kingsley project demanded my full concentration, not these... observations that were probably nothing more than my imagination working overtime.

Twenty minutes later, I headed to the break room for coffee. As I approached, I heard Victoria's distinctive laugh—not the measured chuckle she used in meetings, but something lighter, more genuine. I rounded the corner to find her standing by the espresso machine while Lucy perched on the counter beside her, legs swinging slightly.

"...and then she actually tried to explain firewalls to me," Victoria was saying, her eyes dancing with amusement. "As if I hadn't been securing networks when she was still in high school."
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