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The Rule I Already Broke

There are rules you learn to live with, and rules you pretend don’t exist.

Mine fell into the second category the moment I heard his voice in the hallway.

I didn’t even see him at first. Just the sound—low, calm, unmistakably his—slipping through the thin crack beneath my office door. I froze mid-sentence, fingers hovering uselessly above my keyboard as if the wrong word might expose me. As if my thoughts were suddenly loud enough to be heard.

Don’t look.

That was rule number one.

I’d made it myself the day I started this job. The day I realized how easy it would be to cross lines that weren’t meant to blur.

The hallway echoed with footsteps, voices overlapping in polite conversation, but his stood apart. Not louder. Not demanding. Just steady, controlled, and far too familiar now. I could tell when he was amused by the subtle shift in tone, when he was serious by the way his words slowed.

I closed my eyes and exhaled, forcing myself to focus on the email glowing on my screen. A simple update. Harmless. Professional.

Safe.

That was the goal. Stay safe. Stay distant. Stay untouched.

I failed at that long before today.

The door across the hall opened, and I heard someone laugh—too bright, too forced. I recognized it instantly. Jenna. She laughed like that when she wanted to be liked, when she wanted to seem effortless and charming. When she wanted him to notice her.

I hated that I noticed that.

The sound of his footsteps moved closer, then paused right outside my door. My heart stuttered, a traitorous thing that refused to listen to reason. I kept my gaze locked on the screen, my reflection faintly visible in the dark glass—cheeks flushed, lips pressed together too tightly.

He didn’t knock.

Of course he didn’t.

“Are you in?” he asked, voice low, casual. As if this was normal. As if he hadn’t already unsettled every carefully built wall inside me.

I swallowed. “Yes.”

The door opened slowly, and there he was.

Not dramatic. Not cinematic. Just real—and that was worse.

He leaned against the doorframe, sleeves rolled up to reveal strong forearms dusted with dark hair. His tie was loosened, jacket discarded somewhere I didn’t allow myself to imagine. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes—God, his eyes—held something steady and searching, like he already knew the answer to a question he hadn’t asked yet.

“You didn’t respond to my message,” he said.

I gestured vaguely toward my screen. “I was working.”

A pause. Brief. Charged.

“So was I.”

I nodded, because that was the safest response. Neutral. Unremarkable.

Professional.

He didn’t move closer, but the space between us tightened anyway. The air felt heavier, like it had weight now. I could smell his cologne—clean, understated, dangerously familiar. My fingers curled against the edge of the desk, grounding myself.

Rule number two: Don’t let him see you unravel.

“I just wanted to make sure we’re aligned on tomorrow,” he continued. “The presentation.”

“Of course,” I said too quickly. “Everything’s ready.”

His gaze flicked to my screen, then back to my face. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

He studied me the way he always did—not openly, not obviously, but with an intensity that made me feel transparent. As if he could see every thought I was desperately trying to bury.

“That’s not what I asked,” he said quietly.

My pulse quickened. “I’m sure,” I repeated, softer now.

He straightened, pushing off the doorframe. For a second, I thought he might leave. Relief surged—sharp and unwelcome—until he stepped fully into the room and closed the door behind him.

The click of the latch echoed louder than it should have.

My breath caught.

Rule number three: Never be alone with him.

Broken.

He didn’t come closer. He didn’t need to. His presence filled the room, settled into every corner like it belonged there. Like he belonged there.

“I don’t want there to be confusion,” he said. “Not tomorrow.”

“There won’t be,” I said, meeting his eyes now despite myself.

That was another rule shattered.

The moment our gazes locked, something unspoken passed between us. Recognition. Awareness. The quiet understanding that this wasn’t just about work anymore—hadn’t been for a while.

His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Good.”

Silence stretched, thick and uncomfortable. My thoughts raced, each one worse than the last. I wondered if he could hear my heartbeat. If he noticed the way my shoulders tensed, the way my lips parted just slightly when I inhaled.

“You should go,” I said, forcing the words out.

He didn’t smile, but something softened in his eyes. “You want me to?”

No.

Yes.

God, no.

“Yes,” I said firmly.

He held my gaze for another moment, searching. Measuring. Then he nodded once and reached for the door.

Just before he opened it, he paused.

“You should be careful,” he said.

My breath caught. “About what?”

He glanced back at me, eyes dark and unreadable. “Rules,” he said simply.

Then he was gone.

I sat there long after the door closed, staring at the empty space he’d occupied. My chest felt tight, my thoughts tangled in a mess of longing and guilt.

He was right.

I should have been careful.

But the truth was, the rule I’d already broken had nothing to do with doors or hallways or being alone in an office.

It happened the first time I realized I looked forward to hearing his voice.

The first time I memorized the rhythm of his steps.

The first time I imagined what it would feel like to be closer—too close.

I pushed back from my desk and stood, pacing the small room. I told myself this was temporary. That it would pass. That I was stronger than a crush, smarter than a mistake.

That I knew better.

I’d always followed the rules before.

But some rules aren’t broken in a moment of weakness.

Some are broken slowly, quietly—one thought at a time.

And by the time you realize what you’ve done, it’s already too late.
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His Voice in the Hallway

I told myself I wouldn’t listen for him.

That was the lie I repeated every morning as I stepped out of the elevator and into the familiar stretch of hallway leading to my office. The lie that made it possible to keep walking, to breathe evenly, to pretend my body didn’t react before my mind had a chance to intervene.

But the hallway had a way of carrying sound.

Polished floors, high ceilings, walls that echoed even the smallest movement. Footsteps. Laughter. The low hum of conversations drifting from open doors. And always—always—the possibility of his voice threading through it all.

I should have learned by now that anticipation was its own kind of betrayal.

I set my bag down on my desk and powered on my computer, focusing on routine. Emails first. Calendar next. Structure helped. Rules helped. They gave me something to cling to when my thoughts threatened to spiral.

You are here to work.

You are here to stay invisible.

I’d been repeating variations of those sentences for weeks.

It never worked.

The sound reached me before I was ready.

His voice—calm, steady, unmistakably his—rolled down the hallway like it had weight, like it was aware of the effect it had. I froze mid-motion, my hand still wrapped around my coffee cup, heat seeping into my palm.

He wasn’t speaking loudly. He never did. That was part of what made it so dangerous. His voice didn’t demand attention; it earned it. People leaned in when he spoke. They listened.

So did I.

I could tell by the cadence that he was explaining something. Probably to Mark, judging by the occasional interruption—short, eager, almost deferential. I hated that I knew this. Hated that I could recognize his work voice from his quieter one.

The one he used with me.

I took a slow breath and sat down, forcing my gaze to the screen. Numbers blurred together as my focus fractured. I tried to read the same sentence three times and failed.

The conversation drew closer.

My heartbeat picked up, a traitor to my carefully constructed indifference. I told myself it didn’t mean anything. That proximity didn’t equal significance. That I wasn’t waiting for anything.

Then I heard my name.

Not spoken aloud—never that—but implied. A pause in the conversation. A subtle shift in tone. His voice lowered just slightly, and I knew he was about to pass my door.

I stiffened.

Don’t look.

Don’t react.

Don’t let him know.

The footsteps slowed.

I didn’t look up. I stared at the screen, at the blinking cursor that mocked me with its patience. I counted my breaths, tried to anchor myself in the present.

One second.

Two.

He stopped just outside my door.

The silence stretched, thick and charged. I imagined him standing there, hand resting lightly on the frame, eyes flicking to the frosted glass that separated us. I imagined him hesitating.

That was the most dangerous part.

He cleared his throat.

“Morning.”

Just one word.

It shouldn’t have been enough to undo me.

I looked up.

He stood in the hallway, posture relaxed, one hand tucked into his pocket. His tie was straight today, jacket perfectly tailored, as if yesterday’s looseness had never happened. The transformation unsettled me more than if he’d stayed casual.

Control suited him.

“Good morning,” I said, grateful my voice didn’t betray me.

His eyes lingered on me for half a second longer than necessary. Long enough for something unspoken to pass between us. Recognition. Awareness.

Regret.

“Did I interrupt?” he asked.

“No,” I lied. “I was just getting settled.”

He nodded, gaze flicking briefly to my coffee cup. “You should drink that while it’s still hot.”

The comment was innocuous. Thoughtless, even. But the familiarity of it made my chest tighten.

“I will,” I said.

Another pause.

Mark shifted awkwardly beside him, suddenly very interested in the floor. “I’ll—uh—catch up with you later,” he muttered before walking away.

I resented him instantly for leaving us alone in the open space of the hallway, where anyone could pass by and see too much. Where restraint mattered more.

My door was still open.

Rule number four: Never invite him in.

“I wanted to follow up on yesterday,” he said quietly.

My stomach dropped. “About what?”

He tilted his head slightly, studying me. “You tell me.”

I hesitated. “There’s nothing to follow up on.”

A muscle in his jaw tightened. It was subtle, but I noticed. I always did.

“If you say so,” he said.

I held his gaze, forcing myself not to look away. “I do.”

Silence settled between us, thick with things neither of us was willing to voice. The hallway felt suddenly too narrow, too exposed. I was acutely aware of every detail—the hum of the lights, the distant sound of a printer, the way his presence seemed to press closer even though he hadn’t moved.

“Are you busy?” he asked.

“Yes.”

The answer came too fast. Too sharp.

His eyes softened, just a fraction. “I won’t take much of your time.”

I should have said no.

I didn’t.

He stepped inside, just past the threshold, and closed the door behind him. Not all the way. Just enough to mute the noise outside.

My heart raced.

“This isn’t a good idea,” I said quietly.

“I know,” he replied.

The agreement unsettled me more than denial would have.

He leaned against the wall opposite my desk, arms crossed loosely over his chest. The distance between us was careful. Deliberate. A compromise neither of us had asked for but both accepted.

“You seemed… distracted yesterday,” he said.

I scoffed lightly. “You’re imagining things.”

“Am I?”

I met his gaze, pulse pounding. “Yes.”

Another lie.

He studied me for a moment, then sighed. “I don’t want there to be tension.”

“There isn’t.”

“You’re not very convincing.”

I clenched my hands together, nails pressing into my palms. “This conversation is crossing a line.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“Then stop.”

He didn’t.

Instead, he took a step closer.

Not enough to touch. Not enough to be obvious. Just enough to remind me how small the space between us really was.

“I’m trying to understand,” he said softly. “That’s all.”

“There’s nothing to understand.”

“That’s not what your face says.”

My breath hitched. “You don’t get to read me.”

“Maybe not,” he said. “But I see you.”

The words settled deep, heavy with meaning. I looked away first, unable to hold his gaze any longer.

“You should go,” I said.

He hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”

Relief washed over me—sharp and fleeting.

He turned toward the door, hand resting on the handle. For a moment, I thought that would be it. That restraint would win. That we’d both walk away with our boundaries intact.

Then he spoke.

“Be careful,” he said quietly.

I laughed softly, without humor. “You already said that.”

“Yes,” he replied. “And you didn’t listen.”

The door opened, letting the noise of the hallway rush back in. He stepped out without another word, leaving behind the echo of his presence.

I sank into my chair, heart racing, mind spinning.

I should have shut the door sooner.

I should have been firmer.

I should have known better.

But the truth lingered, undeniable and unsettling.

It wasn’t just his presence that unraveled me.

It was his voice.

The way it followed me down the hallway, lingered in my thoughts, wrapped itself around moments that should have been harmless.

I heard it even when he wasn’t there.

And that was the most dangerous thing of all.
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Too Close to Be Safe

The problem with distance was that it never stayed where you left it.

I told myself that as I walked into the conference room the next morning, clutching my notebook like it might anchor me to something solid. The room was already half full—chairs pulled out, papers spread across the long table, the low murmur of early conversation filling the space.

And then there he was.

Standing near the far end of the table, jacket draped over the back of a chair, sleeves rolled up just enough to be distracting. He was listening to someone speak, head tilted slightly, expression attentive but reserved. Professional. Controlled.

Untouchable.

I slowed my steps without meaning to, a subtle hesitation that betrayed me before I could correct it. My pulse kicked up, sharp and insistent, as if my body recognized danger long before my mind caught up.












