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Dedication
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To my Lord Jesus, You gave me the privilege of writing this fun and faith-filled novel and patiently waited while I figured out how to use a thesaurus. Your inspiration made this journey possible, and Your grace covered every missed comma along the way.

To my ever-patient and ever-supportive husband, Tom Newton, Editor-in-Chief, Grammar Police, and the reigning champion of “Who vs. Whom” debates. Without you, this book would have more typos than plot twists, and thanks to your broad knowledge, I now understand that men don't shave while wearing expensive Italian suits (even if it feels cinematic).

To my family, thank you for your cooperation and patience, and for only interrupting me mid-sentence... sometimes. You’re proof that a bit of chaos can still lead to great things.

To those who think you have everything under control... 

The real journey begins the moment you let go.
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Dear Reader
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Thanks for stepping into Ari Keshet’s world. Seven Spirits began as a teaching idea about the Seven Spirits of God, but one night the Lord surprised me and told me to write it as a novel instead. I remember saying, "A novel? But I write children’s books." Yet as I followed His lead and stepped into Ari’s story (an overconfident CEO colliding with God), He gently stretched my own understanding of the Seven Spirits of God in ways I never expected.

I’m a Bible teacher at heart, and I love sneaking real learning into made-up worlds, because I think the best stories make us laugh, think, and look a little closer at our own lives. That’s why my publishing company, Newton Apple Books, uses the motto “Stories that make you think.” In Seven Spirits, instead of Sunday School experiments, you’ll find one stubborn businessman, a very patient God, and a journey into the heart and character of the Holy Spirit.

This isn’t a theology textbook. Instead, think of it as a modern parable, complete with espresso, alpacas, and abundant mercy. As you explore the Seven Spirits of God, I hope you’ll recognize some of your own questions and those “Wait... what is God doing?” moments within these pages. If you want to keep going after the last page, there will be a Bible study companion workbook on the Seven Spirits of God, plus a Seven Spirits board game for youth groups and family game nights, releasing in 2027. Think of the novel as the adventure and these as fun ways to keep the conversation (and maybe a little friendly competition) going.

Most of all, I hope this story makes you chuckle, think, and grow a little closer to Jesus through His Holy Spirit, who still leads, nudges, and loves us in all kinds of surprising ways.

April Newton
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Before We Begin...
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Ariel "Ari" Keshet never thought he'd be the kind of man who conversed with spirits, especially seven of them. He was a wealthy CEO, not a spooky mystic. His world revolved around balance sheets, corporate takeovers, and a curated collection of Italian espresso machines. After all, how could one be expected to make life-altering business decisions without the perfect shot of caffeine?

But life, as Ari learned the hard way, doesn't care about five-year plans or the stock market. One minute, he was at the top of the world, literally, standing on a mountain, surveying his empire like a well-dressed, modern-day Midas. Next, he was tumbling headfirst into what seemed like Hell, staring up at what could only be described as a Spirit that looked more like a cosmic life coach with an agenda.

To be clear, Ari wasn't looking for enlightenment. He was looking for more success, more power, more things that made other people feel slightly inadequate when they scrolled through social media. But God had different plans. It all started with whispers: gentle nudges toward humility, cryptic supernatural messages, encounters with a giant snowman, and yes, there's an alpaca farm (you'll thank me later).

And then, of course, there is romance.

Enter Elinor Miller, botanist, geologist, world traveler, devout Christian, and the only woman on the planet who could infuriate and captivate Ari equally. She wasn't impressed by his billions, arrogance, or his ability to charm his way through boardrooms like a corporate James Bond. No, Elinor saw something beneath the bravado, something real. Something Ari wasn't entirely ready to acknowledge.

And just when things were already complicated enough, in walked the Ghost of Christmas Past (or, in this case, the Ghost of Hanukkah Past). An old college flame. Sharp-minded, sophisticated, and exactly the kind of woman Ari’s family had always expected him to marry. 

She was a power player, a force of nature, the embodiment of everything that had once made sense in his life. Together, they could have been unstoppable.

Yet something, something Ari couldn’t quite name, was off.

Thus began the battle for Ari’s heart, or, more accurately, his reluctant surrender to something greater than himself. On one side was Elinor, a woman of deep faith who challenged him in ways no one else dared. The other, a ghost from his past, tempts him with the life he once thought he wanted.

This isn’t just a story about a billionaire learning faith. It’s about an overconfident CEO being thoroughly outmaneuvered by God, by two extraordinary women, and by the realization that maybe, just maybe, Pride isn’t the best business strategist.

Throw in some supernatural interventions, an evil voice whispering in the shadows, and the Seven Spirits of God attempting to drag Ari kicking and screaming toward redemption, and you've got yourself one wild adventure.

And yes, there is an alpaca farm. (You’re welcome).
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Dancing with the Edge
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The freezing wind screamed like a living animal, clawing at the jagged cliffs of Denali, or Mount McKinley, depending on whom you ask, with merciless fury. Temperatures had plummeted below zero, transforming every ledge into a treacherous fortress of ice and snow. Ariel Keshet, Ari to most, but always Mr. Keshet to anyone bold enough to challenge him in the boardroom, stood at the edge of a sheer vertical drop.

His boots were balanced on a narrow ledge that might as well have been a knife’s edge. Below him, the abyss yawned, a gaping throat that devoured light and sound and swirled with mist and shifting shadows. For anyone else, standing here would have been the height of insanity. For Ari, it was a calculated risk, another dance with danger that most would never dare attempt.

This was his element, the razor-thin line between brilliance and catastrophe. For Ari, this wasn’t insanity; it wasn’t even extraordinary, it was simply Tuesday.

The cold barely touched him because he was encased in SummitTek’s latest prototype, a sleek, jet-black thermal suit engineered for extreme conditions that insulated him from the bone-numbing chill.

The suit, woven from cutting-edge fibers, clung to him like a second skin, its design as much about performance as aesthetics. Every movement was fluid and effortless as if the howling wind and ruthless frost were mere inconveniences. 

Strapped to his harness was a rope unlike any other, forged from proprietary synthetic fibers and alloy filaments marketed as “unbreakable.” Ari tugged it experimentally to ensure it was safely anchored into the rock face, his gloved hand testing the tension. Ari smirked. Unbreakable, they say. He relished the claim, already imagining the pressure he could subject it to. He loved pushing boundaries, not just of the equipment he designed but of his own endurance and the fragile line separating brilliance from recklessness.

The wind picked up, a feral howl that rattled the carabiners on his harness.  Ari glanced down at the abyss again, a flicker of something primal tugging at his gut. It wasn’t fear, not exactly, but an acute awareness of the stakes. One slip, one failure, and the mountain wouldn’t hesitate to claim him.

He exhaled slowly, watching the plume of his breath vanish into the wind. He tightened his grip on the rope. This wasn’t about survival.  Ari wasn’t here to survive; he was here to conquer. Survival was for those who sought safety.

Safely parked nearby in a rugged all-terrain vehicle, two research interns, both in their early twenties and plucked from top universities, sat bundled in so many layers that they resembled caricatures of a Christmas Story. They watched through frost-kissed windows.

Jacob and Emily, typical Gen Z new hires, never expected that field testing would require leaving their comfortable work from home setups. They anticipated climate-controlled labs, not epic ice vistas. Instead of streaming playlists in hoodies and sweatpants, they were dressed in layers of high-tech insulation, appearing like Arctic explorers. Huddling near the heater, they secretly longed to treat themselves to a fruity, popping boba.

“Mr.  Keshet...Sir!”  Jacob’s voice crackled through Ari’s earpiece, betraying a note of panic. Under a beanie that barely tamed his lanky hair and behind a scarf that covered half his face, Jacob tapped nervously at his smartphone as if hoping to scroll this nightmare away. “Shouldn’t we test this back at the lab... with, you know, controlled variables?”

Next to him, Emily, petite and swaddled in puffy layers that made her resemble a penguin girdled in bubble wrap, nodded vigorously. Dyed blue hair peeked from under her fur-lined hood, and fogged glasses slipped down her nose. “Yes! Controlled variables. Indoors. With heat.” Her tablet trembled in her gloved hands, the cold biting through no matter how many layers she wore.

“This is insane...Sir! You’re on a ledge that’s literally crumbling!”

Ari smiled, though his voice remained calm over the comm-link. “Controlled variables don’t tell you the truth,” he said,

voice smooth and confident. 

“Real truth comes from pushing limits. No simulations, no safety nets, no second chances. Out here, we find what’s real.”

He tested the rope again, enjoying the tension, a prideful gleam in his eye. Inside the vehicle, Jacob and Emily exchanged wide-eyed glances, their Gen Z sensibilities offended by the lack of creature comforts and stable bandwidth. They could handle data crunching and virtual conferences, not icy death-defying stunts.

“Sir,” Jacob ventured, voice muffled by scarf and nerves. “There are safer ways to... you know, die.”

Ari smirked as he peered over the brink. He thrived at this edge where technology and nature collided, where only courage and innovation prevailed. This was the essence of SummitTek’s philosophy, and Ari embodied it fully, cocky, unshakable, convinced the world belonged to him.

Emily tried once more, her voice strained. “M-Mr. Keshet, please! The wind’s picking up, and that ice looks... It’s not stable. We have enough data. Can’t we just...,”

CRACK!

A sudden, splintering crack echoed from above. Jacob and Emily froze inside the vehicle, breath catching in their throats. Through the windshield, they saw it, a massive slab of ice shearing off the cliff face, tumbling straight toward the narrow ledge on which Ari stood.

Neither of them spoke. Their hands clenched anything solid in a useless instinct, eyes locked on the unfolding disaster.

As the ice crashed into the ledge near Ari, the stone gave way beneath him in a roar of breaking ice. Debris plunged into the void. For a split second, he disappeared.

Jacob’s voice shot up several octaves. “Oh God, oh God!”

Emily’s eyes widened behind fogged glasses. The rope snapped taut, swinging violently.

The interns sat frozen. An eerie silence lingered for what felt like an eternity.

Crackling through the comms, “Rope’s good. Held perfectly,” Ari remarked, as calm as if he were adjusting his shoelaces.

Then, Ari victoriously pulled himself back up, hand over hand, climbing the vertical drop as if it were an easy gym exercise. With a breathless grin, he dusted snow from his shoulders in one sharp motion, as if the mountain had merely tried and failed to challenge him. But Ari just glanced down at the ruined ledge and smirked. To him, it was nothing more than another obstacle conquered and another test he had expected to pass. 

Emily’s voice cracked, “You... you almost died!”

His tone carried a smug edge. “Almost Emily, but not today.”

Jacob shook his head, disbelief mixing with grudging admiration. Ari’s arrogance was towering, but he delivered results. Emily could only press her gloved hands against the window, stunned by his audacity.

Ari’s decisive and assertive voice came through again: “We’re testing the next prototype tomorrow. Be ready.”

Inside the vehicle, Jacob keeled over dramatically into the door with a groan, clutching his chest like a soap opera heart attack. “Tell my mom I loved her,” he whimpered. 

While Emily covered her face with her tablet like it was a bulletproof shield, rocking back and forth and mumbling, “This is fine. Everything’s goin’ to be fine. Totally normal fieldwork.”

Ari’s motto was clear: the world isn’t controlled, it’s conquered.

And he intended to conquer it, one perilous climb at a time.

Annoyed by their lack of adventure, he turned off his earpiece and stepped away from the brink, with Denali’s lofty summit towering in the background. Pride swelled within him. He had flirted with death and emerged on top again, proving his rope, his gear, and himself to be superior.

But then, a flicker of movement shattered the serenity. Something stirred behind a jagged boulder, barely visible against the stark white landscape. Ari’s eyes locked on the figure, a hulking, monstrous silhouette far too enormous to be a man and far too substantial to be a trick of the light. It stood motionless as if carved from the very stone. Its presence loomed ominously, radiating a sense of danger.

Inside the vehicle, the interns saw nothing of this. They only saw Ari pause and glance around. The comm-link remained silent.

The creature’s form rippled, shifting with the swirling snow, its outline blurred and unsettling. Two hollow black eyes, if they could even be called that, fixed on him, cold and calculating. Ari’s pulse quickened, and his grip on the prototype rope tightened instinctively, the braided fibers digging into his gloves.

“A bear?” he muttered, his voice more hopeful than confident. “It’s just a bear or possibly a wolf.”

But he knew better. The figure’s sheer size, its unnatural stillness, it wasn’t a wolf. It was something else. Something ancient and hungry.

The wind howled across the ridge, whipping ice against Ari’s face and rattling the carabiners on his harness. He took a step back, his mind racing. He forced himself to think logically. 

He reassured himself that there was nothing out here but snow, rock, and wildlife, nothing that couldn’t be explained.

And then it moved towards him. Aggressive steps. Silent. Purposeful. Closing the distance between them with an eerie grace that defied its size.

Ari’s heart lurched. He could feel its heavy and predatory gaze boring into him as if measuring his worth. Fear clawed at his chest. He could run, but there was nowhere to go. He could fight, but against what? His rational mind faltered, and for a brief, paralyzing moment, Ari Keshet, master of control, conqueror of challenges, was powerless.

Then, without warning, the air shifted.

A dark blue mist, an aura, appeared between him and the creature. It shimmered like liquid night, swirling in an ethereal dance of light and shadow. The temperature around him seemed to warm in the presence of the mist. It was... calming and protective.

The creature halted mid-step. Its hollow black eyes narrowed, and a low, guttural growl rumbled deep within its chest. The monstrous form recoiled in the presence of the mysterious blue force. It lingered for a moment as if weighing its options, then slowly began to retreat, melting back into the snow and rock until it vanished altogether.

Ari stood frozen, his breath visible in the frigid air, the mist still hovering before him like a sentinel. He stared at it, his mind grappling for an explanation. Aurora phenomenon? Reflection off the ice? Some strange atmospheric anomaly?

The mist pulsed twice, as if acknowledging him, then dissipated into the wind, leaving no trace of its existence other than the temperature returning to frigid.

Ari blinked, the adrenaline still coursing through his veins. His rational mind seized the opportunity. A trick of the light. Fatigue. Nothing more. He forced a smirk, shaking his head. “Figures,” he muttered. “Even the mountains are playing tricks on me now.”

He pulled his hood tighter, eyes locked on the trail ahead. The next challenge waited. The next summit was his to claim. There was no room for mystery. No time for ghost stories. He was Ari Keshet, and he didn’t look back.

He adjusted his gear, forcing confidence back into his stride. Whatever he’d seen... it was nothing. A shadow. A trick of light. He turned from the ridge’s edge, leaving behind the place where ice and darkness whispered lies. But as he walked back to the vehicle, the wind rose, and with it, a low, haunting murmur. A voice, carried thin and cold across the ridge.

“Come and fight me... If you dare.” 

Ari froze mid-step. The voice was gone as suddenly as it had come. Something was watching... and it had just issued a challenge.

* * *
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Whispers of Pride
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The all-terrain vehicle rumbled as it headed back to the base camp down the icy slope, its reinforced tires gripping the treacherous path as though defying nature’s attempts to shove it into oblivion. Ari Keshet held the wheel, driving with a casual confidence that would have stunned even the most seasoned off-road veterans. Outside, the Alaskan wilderness stretched into a monochrome canvas of ice and stone. Inside, the heater hummed, keeping the small cabin slightly warm, but not easing the tension that chilled the air.

In the back seat, Jacob darted his eyes nervously from window to window, as if he expected the mountain to lunge at them. Emily tried to hold her tablet steady as the vehicle skidded and jerked. Both of them were used to climate controlled labs, not shifting snowbanks and subzero gusts.

Jacob cleared his throat, attempting to sound calm. “Mr. Keshet... sir,” he began, his voice carrying a note of forced politeness. “I just wanted to say that was... quite a show up there. You really knew how to handle yourself on that ledge.” He looked sideways at Emily, who nodded encouragingly as if they’d rehearsed this show of respect.

Ari caught Jacob’s eye in the rear-view mirror and smirked. “You sound surprised, Jacob.”

He sat up straighter. “Not surprised, sir. Just... impressed. Not many company CEOs would even attempt to test a prototype line in those conditions.”

Ari’s tone was matter-of-fact yet prideful, as if daring the world to challenge him. “Most people aren’t like me.”

Emily chimed in, her voice quieter but steady. “It’s not every day you see a billionaire risking his life on a frozen cliff, sir. We’re... not really used to that kind of approach.”

Ari shrugged, the gesture casual. “That’s the difference between leaders and followers. Leaders don’t wait for perfect conditions. They create them.”

In the back seat, the interns exchanged a look. They had read about Ari’s reputation, how he demanded excellence and didn’t tolerate excuses. Witnessing it firsthand in the relentless wilderness truly illuminated the reality behind his legend. They had expected a visionary strategist, not a man who danced with death as if it were a polite partner at a corporate gala. 

The vehicle hit a patch of ice, jolting them sideways. Jacob’s grip on the door handle tightened, and Emily clutched her tablet desperately. Ari didn’t flinch, navigating the treacherous path like it was a city street.

“You two look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Ari said with amusement in his tone.

Jacob forced a laugh, though the words wobbled on the way out. “Just not used to this kind of terrain, sir.” What he didn’t say was that back in the lab, the ground didn’t crumble under your feet, the snacks and coffee were endless, and the only thing howling was Emily when the Wi-Fi lagged.

“Lab work doesn’t change the world,” Ari replied evenly. “Field-work does. Remember that.”

“Yes, sir,” they said in unison, swallowing any further comment.

As the vehicle rounded a final bend, SummitTek’s base camp emerged: rows of modular structures glowing with warm light against the Alaskan sky. The camp’s orderly presence promised civilization and safety, a beacon after the mountain’s brutal test.

Ari parked near the main office and stepped out. The cold snapped at him, but he moved with easy confidence. Behind him, Jacob and Emily fumbled out of the vehicle.

Wrapped in their layers, they resembled a pair of overstuffed astronauts trying to navigate a foreign planet. Jacob waddled, arms stiff at his sides, his beanie slipping. Emily’s oversized parka nearly swallowed her whole, her glasses fogging each time she breathed.

“I... I can’t feel my legs,” Jacob muttered, attempting another step and nearly losing his balance.

Emily managed a shaky laugh. “Three pairs of socks, and my toes are still numb,” she said, eyeing her boots suspiciously.

Ari chuckled and asked, “Are you two planning to walk to the office, or are you going to roll there?”

Jacob forced a sheepish grin. “We’re good, sir. Just... acclimating."

“Totally acclimating,” Emily added, breath puffing into little clouds.

Ari shook his head and walked toward the cafeteria. Jacob and Emily shuffled after him, clumsy penguins in a world without their comforts. Inside, the warmth struck them like a blessing. The scent of gourmet espresso and a catered meal filled the room, a luxury from SummitTek in this harsh environment.

The interns hesitated at the spread of soups and sandwiches, wondering if they should indulge. Ari nodded toward the food. “Eat,” he said, and that was enough. They piled their plates and settled into chairs, the tension in their shoulders easing slightly as they devoured the warmth of the room and the calories they desperately needed.

Ari speared a forkful of grilled trout and quinoa, the local specialty the team had been raving about. He chewed his food thoughtfully, his jaw tightening. Almost absently, he muttered under his breath, "It’s not it."

Jacob glanced up from his plate, baffled. "Not what, sir?"

Ari waved him off without answering, setting his fork down with a soft clink. He wasn’t even sure what he was searching for, only that it wasn’t it.

Between bites, Jacob cleared his throat to draw attention to the research. “The rope... it held perfectly in the cold, sir. The data suggests minimal strain.”

Emily nodded, tapping her tablet to pull up graphs. “And the grip was stable, no freezing or brittleness. We’ve got solid preliminary results.”

Ari listened, satisfied. Their voices carried respect laced with awe, and he basked in it. After a while, he rose. “Good work. Keep compiling the data. I’ll review it later.”

“Yes, sir,” they replied. As he stepped out, they watched him go, relief and admiration mingling in their eyes. Their boss was indeed everything the rumors claimed: brilliant, fearless, and undeniably prideful.

Ari walked to his private office, closing the door with a quiet click. The lively hum of conversation outside dissolved, replaced by the whisper of the heater. The space exuded understated power, minimalist décor, rich dark wood paneling, and a sleek mahogany desk polished to a mirror finish.

Behind the desk, framed photos of him climbing during his latest mountain triumph showcased his relentless ambition and spirit, a vibrant declaration of who he is. No matter the wilderness he conquered beyond these walls, this office was his domain, an empire (he believed he had built), one calculated risk at a time.

He loosened his jacket and pulled out his phone. Within moments, a video call connected, and Elinor Miller’s face appeared on the screen. Her light green eyes, filled with warmth, met his gaze. The fireplace at her apartment danced behind her, softening the shadows.

“Ari!” she greeted him, her voice gentle and caring. “How’s Alaska?” 

“Cold,” he said, smirking. “But I always manage it.”

Her eyes searched his through the screen, finding humor and perhaps something else, an edge. “You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true,” he teased, leaning into the chair with a confidence that never seemed to waver. “You know who you’re talking to.”

She laughed softly, her presence a balm he wouldn’t openly admit he needed. “Ari Keshet: conqueror of mountains, fearless adventurer, CEO extraordinaire. Did I miss anything?”

He pretended to think, raising an eyebrow. “Exceptionally handsome?”

She rolled her eyes, smiling. “Exceptionally modest, too.”

“Modesty is overrated,” he said lightly, though the words carried a truth about his worldview; he thrived on pride. He leaned closer. “Do you miss me?”

“Yes, I miss you,” she said, her smile gentle but her gaze serious. “Feels like you’ve been gone forever.”

“Only a couple of weeks,” he replied, dismissing the weight of time. Yet he knew a few weeks felt longer out here in cold Alaska.

“Two weeks too long,” she countered. “Just... be careful, and remember... I’m praying for you.”

In his mind, another voice stirred, smooth and seductive... the voice of Stolz, the whisperer who had always propelled him forward. “You don’t need prayers. You need only yourself.” Stolz said this without a sound, shaping Ari’s thoughts.

Ari forced a smile at Elinor. “Prayers always appreciated,” he lied smoothly. In truth, he considered faith a distraction, something Stolz had taught him to view as a weakness.

“Don’t show doubt,” Stolz whispered.

Elinor noticed a dark flicker in his eyes. “Ari, you sure you’re okay? You seem... distant all of a sudden.”

“I’m fine,” he assured, voice calm and collected. “Just thinking about the next challenge.”

She nodded, concern lingering. “All right. Just... remember you’re not alone. People care about you.”

Ari’s smile became more intense. “I know.” He hesitated, sensing Stolz’s influence hovering in his thoughts like a shadow.

“She doesn’t have to know everything,” Stolz argued. “It will only make her worry and distract you from your successes.”

She gave him a soft smile, and they said their goodbyes. 

As the screen went dark, Ari sat in silence. Stolz’s whisper returned, “You don’t need anyone. Emotions and attachments weaken you. Focus on what matters: success, power, and control.”

Ari inhaled, staring at the photo of his last conquered peak. Pride swelled within him. He had always succeeded alone, bending conditions to his will. Yet something in Elinor’s voice, in her gentle laughter, made him want more than just victory. He wanted her acceptance and warmth, and that desire bothered him.

“You don’t need her,” his tone smooth and laced with toxic confidence.

Ari clenched his jaw, the conflict gnawing at him. He wanted Elinor; he couldn’t deny that, but letting himself get lost in those overly sweet, Hallmark movie thoughts felt ridiculous. Still, a part of him secretly didn't mind the indulgence, like sneaking a guilty pleasure. Shaking his head, he stood abruptly, brushing off the sentimentality before it could sink deeper. Pride was safer. Pride was predictable.

As he stepped out of the office into base camp, he carried his triumphs in his mind, and the quiet murmur of Stolz's counsel, ever coaxing him toward self-reliance and away from the sweet softness of Elinor for which he secretly craved.
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Fraulein Maria Gottschall
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The SummitTek headquarters in downtown Denver was a sleek fortress of innovation, all glass and steel rising confidently into the city’s skyline. Inside, cutting-edge technology hummed quietly while modern art installations adorned the halls. The staff, though crisp and professional in their attire, enjoyed comforts that rivaled five-star hotels. Productivity thrived here, fueled by gourmet coffee bars, catered meals, and a subtle culture of pampering that left no one wanting.

And why shouldn’t it? SummitTek was a global powerhouse, and its people knew their worth. Every day offered new indulgences: pastries imported from Paris on Mondays, a pop-up gelato stand on Wednesdays, and today, a lavish lunch catered by one of Denver’s finest bistros. In a world of fierce innovation and competition, SummitTek’s employees lived like they had already won.

At the center of this well-oiled empire stood Fraulein Maria Gottschall, Chief Operations Officer and second-in-command to Ari Keshet himself. If Ari was the visionary force that drove SummitTek to conquer new summits, Gottschall was the one who ensured the machinery never faltered. She managed crises before they could be named, orchestrated logistics with near telepathic insight, and maintained an atmosphere where excellence was the only acceptable standard.

Towering at six feet, Gottschall was an imposing figure in a tailored black suit that proclaimed power without a word. 

Her silver-gray hair was pinned into a no-nonsense bun, and her steel gray eyes surveyed every office corner like a high-powered radar. Employees didn’t merely respect her; they revered her. She was the COO, the backbone of SummitTek’s daily triumphs, and everyone knew it.

She strode into the conference room where a group of employees waited in anticipation. Lunchtime was five minutes away, and they were restless. The moment she appeared, the conversation hushed to whispers before cutting off entirely. Fraulein Gottschall didn’t need to demand respect; it settled naturally around her like an aura.

“Lunch will be served in five minutes,” she announced, her crisp German accent slicing through the anticipation like a knife. “And kindly refrain from stampeding. This isn’t the Running of the Bulls in Pamplona.”

A ripple of nervous laughter moved through the group. Everyone knew she was more than half-serious. She understood human nature all too well.

Near the back, two junior engineers whispered to each other. “Are there Wagyu sliders again?” one asked, barely containing his excitement. “I heard there’s truffle mac and cheese,” the other replied, eyes gleaming.

Their soft chatter didn’t escape her notice. Gottschall’s gaze snapped to them, just a raised eyebrow, no words needed. The engineers stiffened, caught like schoolboys passing notes.

One of the young engineers stammered, “We, uh... we love truffle mac and cheese,” his voice cracking under the pressure of Gottschall’s silence. Gottschall blinked once. Then she let out a sharp, unimpressed huff through her nose, a sound that somehow conveyed both disappointment and disdain.

“Charming,” she said dryly. “Perhaps one day you’ll graduate to actual protein... and a coherent pitch.”

She turned back to her notes without another glance, leaving the poor engineer questioning both his diet and his career.

The double doors swung open on cue, and the catering staff paraded in with the feast. There was enough food to boost morale, fuel office gossip, and induce a collective food coma for at least a month. The employees’ eyes widened as dish after dish was unveiled.

Gottschall inspected the setup critically, noting every detail before giving her verdict. “Acceptable,” she pronounced. “You may proceed”.

The employees needed no further invitation. They approached the buffet with both juvenile enthusiasm and unfailing good manners. No one wanted to test Gottschall’s patience. 

After confirming everything was in order, Gottschall rolled her eyes in annoyance at the employees’ strained shenanigans and left for the conference room. She passed through the open office floor where clusters of innovators and strategists produced tomorrow’s breakthroughs and headed toward Ari Keshet’s private office. Despite Ari’s absence on far-flung expeditions, she managed SummitTek’s daily rhythm with effortless poise. 
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* * *
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The Gatekeeper’s Domain
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At SummitTek’s executive suite, the private elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, revealing a quiet, elegantly appointed foyer. Here, no one rushed. The hum of activity below felt distant, muffled by the plush carpeting and discreet lighting. In the center of this hushed space stood the executive secretary’s desk, a sleek modern structure with smooth edges and a minimalist design. 

This was the nerve center of the company’s leadership tier, where visions were crafted, contracts were hammered out (always in SummitTek’s favor), and information flowed, enhancing SummitTek’s already soaring reputation.

In the center of this serene space sat Susan Richard's desk, the Executive Secretary and Administrator. Her desk was a command post and filter. Appointments were screened, schedules orchestrated, and critical information curated for leadership. Susan ensured the finer details flowed smoothly, despite Ari’s sometimes erratic moods and visions.

Fraulein Maria Gottschall’s office was near Susan’s strategic command post, while Ari Keshet’s corner office, radiating power and vision, was tucked deeper for privacy. This layout was purposeful; Ari, the summit seeker, enjoyed solitude, while Gottschall, the vigilant strategist, maintained an eagle-eye view at the entry.

Gottschall entered her office, leaving the foyer behind. The CEO’s office was dramatic, but the COO’s was disciplined. Her mahogany desk resembled a starship’s control panel. Every item was meticulously placed, reflecting efficiency. Floor-to-ceiling windows provided a view of Denver’s skyline, showcasing SummitTek’s reach and her part in protecting its future.

The office balanced modern luxury with personal tokens. Delicate Hummel figurines sat on a shelf, a nostalgic nod to her Bavarian childhood. A finely carved cuckoo clock ticked in perfect rhythm, a tribute to Old World craftsmanship, a timeless contrast to the sleek, high-tech surroundings.

On her desk sat a small but striking piece, a silver Star of David paperweight perched gracefully on a sleek black leather coaster. More than décor, it was a declaration of heritage and loyalty. Since Ari’s late grandfather, Reuben, Maria Gottschall has proudly guided the Keshet family through decades of change. To her, this wasn’t just a job. The Keshets were more than employers; they were like family. The star was her silent vow, symbolizing her faith and duty to protect them. She had witnessed Reuben’s relentless ambition to succeed. She had watched Ari’s father, Abner, build a legacy with his iron will.

And now, she saw Ari’s restless search for something bigger and better, something to conquer, even if it was his own internal demons.

Through it all, she had remained the steady force, ensuring that both the company and the family survived. However, deep in her gut, she knew Ari and Abner were destined for a disastrous conflict, an encounter between innovation and tradition. She could feel the tremors beneath the surface, the kind that foreshadowed a fracture too deep to repair.

Her eyes flicked to the photo beside her screen, Ari at thirteen, a young man filled with awkwardness and spunk. She had straightened that crooked tie countless times. As she scanned the latest expedition update, she wondered what situations Ari had put himself into today that she would have to “straighten up”. Shaking her head, she was surprised to feel both frustration with Ari and a love, like that of an aunt for her nephew.

Her fingers tapped the desk, once, twice, three times, then, with a steadying breath, she took her place in the high-backed chair like a conductor before a symphony. Regal, composed, and sharp. Gottschall perched with the poise of an eagle, ready to orchestrate order and catch the slightest misstep.

Beyond the executive suite, SummitTek sounded like a garage band mid-rehearsal, ambitious, noisy, and always chasing the next big sound. But inside SummitTek’s command center, order reigned. She conducted a silent symphony of precision, her fingers gliding across the keyboard with practiced grace as she reviewed emails, project updates, and operational reports. Every detail was finely orchestrated, and every detail mattered.

A soft chime broke her thoughts, an email from Elinor Miller inquiring about Ari. Gottschall smiled. She liked Elinor. There was a goodness about the woman, an integrity that wasn’t performance. Unlike others who circled Ari for power or influence, Elinor wanted nothing but the man himself. Gottschall respected that. She trusted her.

She considered replying, but decided Ari should handle it himself. Still, as she returned to her tasks, a rare flicker of approval for Elinor remained.

Just as Gottschall was about to return to her work, there was a hesitant knock at her office door. She barely had time to glance up before it swung open, revealing a young engineer from the executive conference room. He was grinning, a napkin still tucked in his collar, a plate of sliders held precariously, and his eyes wide with enthusiasm.

“Fraulein Gottschall,” he blurted, breathless with excitement, “You must try the truffle mac and cheese. It’s... life-changing.”

For a moment, a cringy silence stretched between them.

Gottschall blinked, expression unreadable. She looked at him over the rim of her glasses, unimpressed. “I am not in the habit of having my life changed by... cheese.”

The engineer, so caught up in the culinary revelation, didn’t immediately register the graveyard of etiquette he had just tap-danced across.

Then, realization dawned. His face paled. His posture stiffened. He had just barged into Gottschall’s office, Gottschall... the woman who ran SummitTek with the precision of a Swiss timepiece, to gush about... pasta!

“I, I mean,” he stammered, suddenly very aware of the immense miscalculation in his life choices. “I just... wanted to say thank you for approving the catering budget...” His voice trailed off like a fading radio signal.

Gottschall stared at him for an excruciating second longer before she spoke, her tone perfectly level. “Duly noted.”

Clutching his plate of sliders as if they were contraband, the naïve engineer nodded stiffly, backpedaling toward the door. “Right. Okay. Umm...enjoy your, um... day.”

Gottschall rolled her eyes and sighed. The staff was talented but sometimes too quickly enamored by SummitTek’s indulgences. Shaking her head, she returned to her computer screen. She had survived boardroom wars, corporate espionage, and financial crises. But somehow, nothing ever prepared her for the sheer audacity of the under-30s.

Her phone buzzed; Ari was calling to check in. She answered with her usual calm, composed tone. “Mr. Keshet, everything is proceeding as planned,” she reported smoothly. “The field test data is being compiled. The team, well-fed and content. If they get any more spoiled, we’ll be putting them down for naps like kindergartners.”

Ari’s voice crackled through. “Excellent. Remember, when a team feels appreciated, they become more productive!”

Gottschall allowed herself the barest hint of a smile, though her voice remained measured. “Of course, Mr. Keshet. But please remember, there’s a fine line between rewarding them and letting them grow complacent. Indulgence, if left unchecked, can dull motivation.”

A brief silence hummed over the line before Ari responded with a chuckle. “And that’s precisely why you’re the COO, Maria. You see the dangers even in our comforts. You know how to strike the balance.”

She tilted her head, “Indeed, sir,” she said evenly. Then, choosing her following words carefully, before ending the call, she added, “I’ll ensure they stay sharp and satisfied... and awake.”

As she ended the call, she tapped her nail firmly against the desk. 

Ari wanted loyalty through luxury. She wanted loyalty through discipline. Employees stayed because of purpose, because they were invested in the company’s mission, not because they had access to Wagyu sliders and imported saffron in their lunch specials.

And that was where she and Ari differed. He believed motivation could be bought, but she maintained that it had to be fostered with a clear mission and vision.

Gottschall knew better than to confront him directly. Although Ari Keshet remained the powerhouse behind SummitTek, his arrogance would eventually catch up to him. He constantly tested boundaries in business and life. Someday, one of those boundaries would push back, and she might not be there to fix it.

And some influences were beyond her reach. Like the unheard murmurs that inflated Ari’s self-esteem, they were simply out of her control. From time to time, she felt a sinister energy lurking at the reckless edges of Ari’s aspirations. During a moment of Ari’s inattention, she had heard him mutter the name Stolz, and she wondered if that was the malevolent spirit’s name.

She leaned back in her chair, thinking about when that moment of crisis would come. She hoped to be ready, prepared to step in and ensure the company remained strong, even if Ari stumbled. With a satisfied sigh, Gottschall returned to her work, her mind already strategizing the next move.

* * *
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Home Sweet Headquarters
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The SummitTek Gulfstream G700 taxied to a smooth stop at Denver International Airport. Inside, Jacob and Emily were nearly vibrating with excitement, not because of any groundbreaking research, but because they were finally back in civilization.

Jacob stretched dramatically in his plush leather seat, groaning like he’d aged decades in a few weeks. “Ahhh... It's good to be back,” he declared. “I never thought I’d miss Colorado so much.”

Wrapped in a blanket she’d discreetly “borrowed” from the plane, Emily nodded fervently. “I still can’t fathom why anyone chooses to live in Alaska. It’s nature’s freezer, and zero ice cream. You know what I missed most?”

Jacob perked up. “Uh, warm toilets?”

“Absolutely!” Emily shouted, her eyes wide. “Can you imagine the number of layers I had to take off each time I went to the bathroom? It felt like unwrapping an Egyptian mummy, such a complicated process.” 

Across from them, Ari Keshet sat quietly. He kept his gaze on the window, taking in the city lights of Denver. His mind drifted to that towering figure he’d glimpsed in Alaska, the hulking shape by the boulder. Not a bear, that was certain. But what was it? A trick of the cold, or something more unsettling?

“You could go back,” Stolz’s voice murmured in his thoughts, smooth and seductive. “Face it. Conquer it. Who else could?”

Ari set the idea aside as Emily persisted with her amusing rant.

He would reflect on it later.

“And the Wi-Fi!” Emily groaned, shaking her hands in a gesture of exaggerated horror. “I was one buffering wheel away from sending actual smoke signals!”

Jacob nodded solemnly. “Downloading a file felt like waiting in line at the DMV. By the time it finished, I was mentally planning my retirement party.”

As though in a theatrical scene, Emily dramatically exclaimed, “Oh, you poor, courageous soul! How did you survive?”

Jacob dramatically shrugged. “I acted like any brave man; I quietly sobbed into my mittens.”

Emily’s laughter tinkled through the cabin. Ari rolled his eyes, annoyed by their continuous banter.

“First, a hot shower, then lunch. Maybe another lunch after that.” She brightened. “I heard today’s menu is French cuisine. Macarons, Jacob, macarons!”

Ari raised an eyebrow, humoring them. “You act like you dream about food!”

She didn’t miss a beat. “Constantly. Especially after living on trail mix all week.”

Jacob exhaled dramatically. “If I never see another peanut again, it’ll be too soon.” Then, with a pointed look at Ari, he added, “Speaking of traumatic experiences, sir, if I ever write a memoir, there will be an entire chapter dedicated to how you nearly killed me. Twice.”

Emily, still wrapped in the airline blanket, shook her head. “Twice? Try... 500 times!”

Jacob nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, that seems more accurate. Although it’s tough to keep track when your life is flashing before your eyes.”

She laughed softly while Ari remained quiet, gazing out the window with a troubled expression.

“Totally right..., Sir?” Emily offered more cautiously. 

Ari turned around, sharing words of worldly wisdom with the bantering interns... “Survival builds character.”

The laughter faded. Something had shifted.

Jacob leaned forward, studying him more seriously now. “You really believe that, don’t you?”

Ari met his gaze without hesitation. “I don’t just believe it, I know it. Playing it safe doesn’t build anything worth remembering. Discovery demands risk.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t quite hide her curiosity. “And what exactly are you building, sir? Because this isn’t just about ropes and tents. There’s something else driving you.”

Ari hesitated, but only for a second. “Let’s just say I don’t intend to play it safe. Discoveries are made with calculated risk.”

Jacob and Emily exchanged a look. For all their sarcasm, they both knew this wasn’t just another CEO obsessed with his company; Ari thrived on risk in a way most people didn’t. Whatever was pushing him forward was bigger than just product testing.

The flight attendant swung open the door, allowing the fresh Denver air to rush in. Ari stood up, reaching for his bag. “Welcome back," he called out behind him. "Enjoy your downtime; the next adventure will be even tougher."

Jacob groaned sarcastically. “Fantastic... Can’t wait.”

Emily let out a sigh, her voice tinged with frustration. “I swear, if I encounter one more ice ledge just sitting there...” As they trailed Ari down the steps, the humor diminished a bit. Deep down, they realized that whatever lay ahead, Ari had no intention of stopping. Whether they appreciated it or not, they were in for the journey.

They disembarked and made their way through the private terminal. Outside, an SUV waited to whisk them back to SummitTek HQ. Ari followed the interns slowly, his eyes drifting to the distant peaks. The memory of that eerie figure in Alaska tugged at him, and something restless lingered in his chest.

He remembered the voice in the cold, Alaskan wind.

“Come and fight me... If you dare.”

The challenge haunted him.

Then Stolz whispered in his mind, “You felt its gaze, its intent. It was challenging you. It’s waiting for you to return and confront it.”

Ari’s jaw tightened. He dismissed the thought with a shake of his head. “Nothing,” he murmured to himself. “It was nothing.” Yet the intrigue gnawed at him. 

“Sir?” Emily’s voice pulled him back as she looked at him. “You alright? You’ve been quiet.”

“I’m fine,” Ari said, forcing a reassuring smile.

Continuing the conversation, Jacob flashed a grin. “I totally get it. After this grueling expedition, let’s just embrace comfort. Gottschall’s got HQ running like clockwork. Imagine... a warm office and gourmet lunch with no frozen fingers.”

Emily nodded enthusiastically. “I swear, I might just kiss the office floor when we get back. Is that weird?”

Jacob pretended to consider it, tapping his chin thoughtfully. “A little weird. But honestly? After this, I might join you.”

They laughed, and even Ari managed a quiet muse. Yet, as the SUV glided onto the highway, his gaze drifted to the snowy ridges far off on the horizon. Stolz’s whisper threaded through his thoughts.

“You don’t belong in safety and comfort. The unknown calls you. Push the limits!”

Ari exhaled slowly, ignoring Stolz for now. Denver’s skyline grew larger, promising familiar routines and luxuries. Jacob and Emily were already debating desserts, macarons versus crème brûlée, an argument as light and sweet as their relief at being back.

As they neared SummitTek HQ, Ari silently acknowledged Stolz's hint: the unknown still beckoned somewhere beyond the warmth of civilization. He might return to face it. For now, he would savor the comforts, meet with Gottschall, review the data, and keep this secret curiosity locked away until the mountain’s call grew too insistent to ignore.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


[image: ]
Chapter 3

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Return
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News of Ari Keshet’s return from Alaska swept through SummitTek’s headquarters like a spark across dry tinder. While his private SUV rolled into the underground garage, whispers and speculation raced along the halls. Everyone had heard the rumors: he’d tested new prototypes on sheer ice, dared conditions that would send most climbers packing, and now he was back. For SummitTek’s staff, Ari’s ventures weren’t mere field tests; they were the source of company lore, stories they could tell each other with awe. Here was a CEO who didn’t just talk innovation, he lived it.

In the sleek atrium, employees moved with a heightened sense of purpose. The hum of productivity took on the edge of excitement. In an open concept workspace on the third floor, a group of engineers and designers hovered around a holographic display of the Titan Tent, Ari’s latest triumph.

“Did you hear?” Bob from R&D asked, voice low and charged with enthusiasm. “He tested it on an ice wall in Alaska. Set up in under thirty seconds, no manual drilling needed.”

Bill grinned, rotating the 3D model with a flick of his hand. “It anchored itself right into the rock. No stabilizers. This is going to change mountaineering, Bob.”

“Mountaineering?” Bob laughed softly. “Think bigger... military contracts, and lunar expeditions. We are talking the invention of the year!”

A rising current of pride and ambition ran through the team. They knew Ari demanded excellence, and he got it. This was SummitTek’s culture: relentless, proud, and fueled by vision.

Meanwhile, Ari stepped from the SUV flanked by Jacob and Emily. The interns chatted about the Titan Tent’s potential applications, eyes shining with possibility, but Ari’s thoughts started drifting else where. He nodded farewell absently to them as he entered the executive elevator, the doors sliding shut with a whisper.

Ari caught a glimpse of himself inside the elevator in the mirrored walls. His dark hair was slightly tousled from the trip, and his tailored jacket concealed an athletic frame honed by countless challenges. He looked every bit like the adventurer-CEO who had just returned from wrestling with nature itself. Yet beneath this confident exterior, a different tension simmered.

The thought of Elinor.

Her name drifted into his mind like a warm breeze. The days had stretched into eternity without her presence, laughter, and simple faith in God... which he never fully understood but always found grounding. The Alaskan nights had amplified the echo of her absence. He hated to admit it, but he missed her deeply.

The elevator chimed, and the doors opened onto the top executive floor. Susan, the Executive Secretary, greeted him as he stepped onto the plush carpeting. Other employees working on a project in the conference room immediately paused their tasks to take turns greeting Ari.

A project manager approached with a bright smile. “Mr. Keshet! Welcome back! How was Alaska?”

“Challenging,” Ari replied, acknowledging the enthusiasm politely. “But productive.” He moved into the suite with purposeful strides, offering nods and brief handshakes. His attention drifted toward Gottschall’s office, which had its door slightly ajar.

Gottschall rose from her desk at his entrance to her office. “You’ve returned,” Gottschall said, stepping forward. “I trust the trip was a success?”

Ari cocked his head. “It was Maria. The Titan Tent and the new gear performed beyond expectations.”

A flicker of satisfaction lit Gottschall’s steel-gray eyes. “The team will be pleased. I’ll see that the results are disseminated promptly.”

“Do that... and Maria, there’s something else,” Ari’s voice softened. 

The CEO’s mask slipping just enough to reveal the man beneath. “I’d like Elinor brought here from her apartment... if she’s available.”

Gottschall’s expression remained unchanged, but her understanding was evident. She knew Ari better than anyone; she knew when his ambitions gave way to personal longing. “I’ll see it arranged immediately,” she said, not bothering with questions. She reached for her phone. “She’ll be here soon.”

Minutes later, a sleek SummitTek SUV pulled up to one of Denver’s modest brick apartment buildings. Darren and Chloe, two of Ari’s most trusted staff, stepped out and headed to the second floor. They knocked at Elinor’s apartment, and moments later, Elinor Miller opened the door. She wore her brown hair loosely braided, a simple sweater, faded jeans, and her ever-present cowboy boots.

“Elinor Miller,” Darren greeted, courteous and professional. “Mr. Keshet has requested to see you at headquarters, if you’re available.”

Elinor’s heart fluttered, despite Maria having already called her to give her a heads-up. Now, just as suddenly as Ari had vanished into the wilderness, he wanted to see her again. “Of course,” she managed, slipping on her coat and grabbing her playful, floral-print backpack.

Elinor’s reflection flickered in the tinted glass as the SUV carried her toward SummitTek’s tower. She felt a mix of excitement and a hint of worry. She’d missed Ari deeply. He was her best friend, if she dared to admit it to herself, and someone whose faith she prayed would one day find root in something more stable than ambition. Now he was back, and she wondered what he would say, what he had seen and done.

On the top floor of SummitTek, Ari waited, his thoughts wandering to Elinor. Her essence represented a unique bond, unmarred by ambition or gain. He glanced at Gottschall’s office, assured she would manage the details with discretion. He envisioned Elinor stepping into the lobby below, the elevator softly chiming as it ascended to this private space.

Outside the executive suite, the city twinkled. Ari found himself balancing between two realms: the technology empire he believed he had built with pride and the genuine sincerity Elinor represented. As he anticipated her arrival, he acknowledged, if only to himself, that her warmth could provide the equilibrium he sought, a gentle counterpoint to Stolz’s relentless murmurs of ambition. 

* * *
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Reunited
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At SummitTek’s top floor, Ari Keshet stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows of his corner office. The Denver skyline stretched out before him, each glittering light a reminder of the empire he believed he had built. But today, that display of power and progress was a blur as he focused on the black SUV pulling up at the building’s entrance far below.

A gentle warmth stirred within him. Weeks had passed since he’d last seen her, but the ache of that absence had made it feel like a lifetime. Turning away from the window, he waited impatiently as Elinor made her way through the building to him. He eagerly faced the door as it swung open.

Elinor entered, and her eyes found him at once. “Hey,” she said softly, her voice steady and warm.

“Hey,” Ari replied, allowing his usual guarded composure to soften as he allowed her presence to produce a smile. For a moment, the weight of Alaska, SummitTek’s demands, and the world beyond these walls faded away. She was here and that was enough.

Elinor stepped closer, bringing a quiet calm to the room that Ari couldn’t ignore. She tilted her head slightly, her discerning gaze fixed on his face as if she could read his every thought. “You look... different,” she said softly, her voice laced with curiosity and understanding. “Like you’ve been through something.”

Ari hesitated, unsure how much he wanted to reveal, but her steady eyes seemed to see past the walls he was so used to hiding behind. It was almost unnerving how she seemed to know exactly what he was feeling without him saying a word.

Ari offered a small, bashful smile. “You could say that.”

Her hand rose to touch his arm, the warmth of her touch cutting through his lingering tension. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He glanced down at her hand, savoring the comfort it brought. “I will,” he said, voice soft. “But first... do you remember the first time we met?”

Elinor’s eyes brightened at the memory.  “How could

I forget? The Negev desert, three years ago.”

Ari nodded, nostalgia flickering across his features. “You were using your botany and geology expertise while working for the Desert Bloom Initiative, turning barren lands green. I showed up for a photo-op, just the big donor playing benefactor.”

Elinor smiled, her gaze drifting somewhere far away. “You looked so out of place in that expensive suit. Do you remember that sandstorm hit right after taking photos?”

Ari chuckled. “Dry-clean only. Completely impractical. Yet I stayed and helped cover the seedlings. I couldn’t just leave you all struggling, not when I was curious about what you were doing.”

Elinor’s smile turned gentle. “At first, I thought you were pretending to be interested. But then I saw you really cared. You asked so many questions and tried to understand. That’s when I caught a glimpse of who you truly were beneath the billionaire’s veneer.”

Ari’s eyes met hers, sincerity glowing in the quiet space. “And I saw you. Not just the botanist in the desert, but the person who’s anchored me ever since.”

She reached for his hand, their fingers intertwining. “You’ve always had a way of surprising me, Ari.”

“Good surprises, I hope.”

She teased him with a light laugh. “The best.”

They stood together, letting memory and presence blend into a comforting silence. For now, the harsh Alaskan expeditions, the grand halls of SummitTek, and the relentless push for innovation all receded. At this moment, it was just them.

“You know,” Ari began softly. “I never told you why I stayed in that desert dust storm.”

Elinor tilted her head. “Why?”

Ari’s voice dropped to a near-whisper. “Because you looked at me like I was more than just a name on a check. You saw me, and I didn’t want to leave.”

Her eyes shone, and her thumb brushed lightly over his hand. “I still see you, Ari.”

His heart tightened at her words, an unexpected tenderness reaching through his armor of pride. “I still don’t want to leave,” he murmured, voice barely above a whisper.

“Then don’t,” she said, leaning closer, her presence grounding him in a way nothing else could.

Ari exhaled, tension easing from his shoulders. “Stay with me,” he said, vulnerability tracing every syllable.

“I’m here,” Elinor replied, quiet but firm. “I’m not going anywhere.”

They stood like that, the hush of the office wrapping around them. For a brief moment, he allowed himself to rest in her presence, not in the glory of triumph or the thrill of the next conquest, but in the simple truth that she cared. 

Tranquility lingered, delicate and genuine. Yet, as always, it was temporary.

“She’s a distraction, Ari.” The voice slipped into his mind as smoothly as silk over steel. Stolz.

Ari’s grip on Elinor’s hand tightened slightly. He’d hoped Stolz, his unseen whisperer of pride and ambition, would remain silent. But Stolz never stayed quiet for long.

“You can’t afford distractions,” Stolz purred, each word a scalpel. “Empires fall because of them. Empires like yours, built on focus and strength.”

Elinor sensed the change, concern creasing her brow. “Ari?” she asked softly. “You okay?”

He forced a smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Just tired,” he lied. “Long trip.”

“Liar,” Stolz chided in his mind. “You don’t tire. Not if you want to stay on top.”

Elinor squeezed his hand reassuringly. “Then rest,” she suggested. “You don’t have to do everything alone.”

Her kindness made Stolz’s voice hiss. “Hear her? Offering rest. Weakness. You are not weak, Ari.”

Ari swallowed, caught in the tug-of-war inside. Pride built an empire on relentless drive and ambition. What would happen if he genuinely let himself rely on someone else?

“I know I don’t have to do everything,” he said softly, uncertain if he was speaking more to Elinor or Stolz.

She smiled gently. “Exactly. You have a whole team, and you have me. You’re not alone.”

Stolz’s whisper sank deeper into Ari’s thoughts. “She’ll make you soft. Empires need hardness and edge. Don’t let her lull you into complacency.”
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