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Aylah Ward never planned to fall for her boss.

Arlo Hale is everything she isn’t—composed, commanding, unshakable. When a corporate investigation exposes her hidden medical vulnerability, Arlo’s world of precision and control collides with her need to survive.

As the walls close in, Aylah becomes the target of forces determined to break them both. Every choice draws them closer—to danger, to discovery, to each other.

In a world where power and emotion are never supposed to mix, The Breath Between Us asks: what happens when the man who holds your life in his hands is the only one you trust to touch your heart?
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Chapter 1 – The First Observation
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The air in the office was too still.

Aylah sat behind her monitor, pulse fluttering faster than the rhythm of her typing. Her lungs felt heavy again—tight, as if the air had thickened just for her. She reached for her water bottle, quietly counting the seconds until the sensation eased. No one noticed. She made sure of that.

“Morning, Aylah.”

Eli’s voice came from behind her, light and teasing. “You’re in early again. Gunning for Employee of the Month?”

She turned in her chair, forcing a small smile. “Habit, I guess. Easier when the office is quiet.”

Eli leaned on the cubicle partition, a lopsided grin on his face. “You know most people would call that dedication unhealthy.”

She didn’t answer. There was something else she was managing that neither he—nor anyone—needed to know. Her chest burned faintly, a reminder of the truth she’d hidden on the pre-employment medical form. No history of respiratory illness. She’d ticked the box without hesitation. It had seemed harmless at the time.

Then the click of footsteps.

Every conversation in the room seemed to fold inward as Arlo Hale entered.

The atmosphere shifted when he walked in, as it always did. Tall, deliberate, impossible to ignore. His presence drew silence and a faint current of nervous energy through the open-plan office. He acknowledged no one until he reached the glass-walled corner office that overlooked them all.

But today, before crossing the threshold, he stopped.

“Aylah,” he said.

Her head lifted too quickly. “Yes, sir?”

His eyes were steady, dark with the kind of attention that made her wish she hadn’t looked up. “You’re pale. Are you feeling unwell?”

“I’m fine,” she replied, perhaps too quickly. “Just didn’t sleep much.”

Arlo’s gaze lingered. He wasn’t the type to accept easy answers. “Make sure you’re not pushing yourself,” he said finally, his tone softer but no less controlled. “You’ve been working late all week.”

She gave a small nod. “I can handle it.”

“Good,” he replied, though his voice carried a hint of doubt. “I’d hate to lose an analyst with your precision.”

When he turned away, Eli gave her a look, half-amused, half-concerned. “You’ve got his attention,” he said under his breath.

“Don’t,” she muttered, eyes fixed on her screen again.

But she could feel it—the weight of Arlo’s awareness, like a quiet current beneath the surface of the workday. And when the air caught in her lungs again an hour later, and she muffled a cough into her sleeve, she didn’t see the shadow that passed the frosted glass of Arlo’s office—pausing—watching.

He had noticed.
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Chapter 2 – The Meeting

[image: ]




By mid-morning, the hum of the office had settled into its usual rhythm — phones, keyboards, low conversations that blurred into white noise.

Aylah tried to lose herself in her data model, but her concentration splintered each time she caught Arlo’s reflection in the glass wall across from her desk. He was too composed — everything about him measured, deliberate. The way he moved. The way he listened. Even the way he stood with one hand in his pocket while reviewing a document, gaze steady and unreadable.

When her phone buzzed, the sound was too sharp in the quiet.

From: Arlo Hale

Subject: Quick Discussion

Please come to my office when you’re free.

Her pulse thudded. Now?

She brushed her palms down her skirt and gathered her notebook — a small, nervous ritual she didn’t really need — before walking toward his door.

He was standing when she entered, sleeves rolled neatly to his elbows, tie loosened just slightly. The late morning light cut across the room, catching in the silver of his watch and the edges of his desk.

“Close the door, please,” he said.

She did. The soft click sounded louder than it should have.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the chair opposite.

Aylah sat, unsure where to put her hands. Her notebook stayed closed in her lap.

He studied her for a long moment, then leaned back against the desk instead of sitting behind it — a small shift that changed everything. The power dynamic bent, but not toward comfort.

“I wanted to speak with you about your hours,” he said. “You’ve been working late, and I’ve noticed your output hasn’t dropped, but you look exhausted.”

“I’m fine,” she said again, quiet but firm.

His eyes narrowed. “That’s the second time you’ve said that to me this week.”

Her breath caught, chest tightening. “It’s just adjustment. New role, longer days.”

He tilted his head slightly. “Adjustment doesn’t usually come with shortness of breath.”

Her fingers clenched around the edge of her notebook. “I— it’s nothing. Just nerves.”

Arlo’s expression didn’t shift, but his voice dropped — softer, lower. “Aylah, you know we require full medical disclosure for a reason. If something was missed, I need to know. For your sake, not mine.”

The silence pressed in. Her throat felt tight, as though the air in the room had thinned. She looked away, heat crawling up her neck.

“I didn’t think it was serious,” she said finally, her voice a thread.

He exhaled quietly. “You’re the only person I’ve met who would classify breathing as optional.”

That earned a faint, embarrassed laugh from her, and for a brief moment, his expression softened — the tension in his shoulders easing, though his gaze stayed steady.

“I’ll need you to get checked,” he said after a pause. “Privately, if you prefer. But I don’t want this becoming an emergency at work.”

She nodded, still looking down.

Then, quieter: “I’ll arrange something this week.”

“Good,” he said. “And Aylah—”

When she finally looked up, he was closer. Not close enough to touch, but near enough that she could see the flecks of steel in his eyes, the precision in his stillness.

“You don’t have to hide when something’s wrong,” he said, voice low. “Not from me.”

Something in her chest fluttered that had nothing to do with her lungs.

When she stepped out of his office, Eli was at the printer across the hall, watching her. His eyebrows lifted, questioning.

She walked past him without a word, clutching her notebook tighter.

But she could feel both pairs of eyes — one curious, one assessing — following her all the way back to her desk.
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Chapter 3 – The Quiet Shift
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The day moved on, but Aylah’s thoughts stayed trapped in Arlo’s office. Every time she replayed the conversation, her chest felt tight again — not from the breathing strain, but from something deeper. The way he’d said her name. The precision of his concern. It lingered.

She tried to lose herself in her work. Data cells, emails, scheduled calls. Yet her focus kept slipping.

When the afternoon light began to fade, she noticed Arlo at the end of the floor, jacket over one arm, speaking quietly with Eli. They both looked her way. Eli’s expression softened into something friendly; Arlo’s didn’t change at all.

Eli appeared at her desk a few minutes later.

“Heading off soon?”

“In a bit.”

“Good. Don’t make me tell him you’re still here at eight again.”

She glanced up sharply. “You report to him now?”

He grinned. “Only when he looks at me like that. You know the look.”

Her laugh came out more nervous than amused. “I’m fine, Eli.”

“Sure you are,” he said, more gently this time. “Just— don’t let him work you too hard, alright?”

Before she could answer, Arlo’s shadow fell across her desk. “Eli,” he said evenly.

Eli straightened, a hint of defensiveness crossing his face. “Just making sure she goes home at a reasonable hour, boss.”

“I can manage that,” Arlo replied. His tone was polite, but the edge underneath left no space for argument.

When Eli retreated, Arlo turned to her. “Are you driving?”

“I walk. It’s only a few blocks.”

“Not tonight.” He looked toward the windows, where the rain had begun to slide down the glass in long silver streaks. “I’ll have my driver drop you.”

“That’s not necessary,” she said quickly. “Really—”

“It’s not optional.” His gaze met hers. Calm. Certain. The kind of authority that didn’t need to raise its voice. “Grab your things.”



The car ride was quiet. The rain softened the city lights into blurred golds and silvers. Arlo sat beside her, coat still damp at the shoulders, the faint scent of cedar and rain filling the enclosed space.

“You’ve been here how long now?” he asked.

“Three months.”

“And you like the work?”

She nodded. “I do. It’s challenging.”

He looked at her then — not sharply, but with an intensity that made her pulse stumble. “You remind me of myself when I started. Conscientious. Determined to prove something.”

She turned toward the window. “Maybe I am.”

His voice was quieter. “Just make sure you don’t prove it at the cost of your health.”

Something in her wanted to argue, to defend the walls she’d built around herself, but she only nodded.

When the car stopped outside her apartment building, he leaned slightly closer, and she felt the heat of him even through the space between them.

“Text me when you’ve made your appointment,” he said. “No delays.”

Her breath caught again — not from illness this time. “Yes, sir.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. Not quite a smile, but enough to leave her unsettled.

“Goodnight, Aylah.”

“Goodnight.”

She stepped out into the rain. Behind her, the car waited until she reached the door. Only when she turned her key did it pull away, headlights sliding like white ribbons through the mist.

She stood for a moment in the quiet, hand against her chest, feeling the pulse of something she couldn’t quite name — something equal parts warmth and warning.
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Chapter 4 – The Watchful Eye
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The morning began quietly, but Aylah felt the change before she saw it. There was a new kind of attention in the air — sharper, more focused. She could sense it when she walked through reception, when she caught Arlo’s reflection in the glass of the conference room as she passed.

He had always noticed details. That was part of what made him the kind of leader people both respected and feared. But lately, his attention had narrowed — not on numbers, not on forecasts, but on her.

When she reached her desk, Eli was already there, leaning against her partition, coffee in hand.

“Morning,” he said, smiling. “You look like you didn’t sleep much.”

She laughed under her breath. “You sound like him.”

Eli’s eyebrows rose. “Him who?”

Before she could answer, Arlo’s voice cut through the hum of the office — low, smooth, measured.

“Aylah, in my office when you’re ready.”

Eli turned, watching the exchange. His expression dimmed. “He’s been calling you in a lot lately.”

“It’s work, Eli.”

“Sure,” he murmured, unconvinced.



Inside, Arlo was standing by the window, the skyline behind him awash with light. He didn’t speak immediately. When he turned, his expression was calm but unreadable.

“Sit.”

She did.

“I received your report last night,” he began. “It was thorough. But you sent it at 11:42 p.m.”

She swallowed. “I lost track of time.”

His eyes flicked up, steady on hers. “You need to start paying attention to that. Overworking isn’t a sign of commitment—it’s a sign of strain.”

She started to respond, but he lifted a hand slightly, stopping her.

“You had another episode, didn’t you?”

Her pulse stumbled. “No— I just... sometimes the air conditioning makes it harder to breathe.”

He studied her, silent for a long moment. “You’ve seen a doctor?”

“Not yet.”

His jaw tightened — just slightly, but enough to make her heart kick. “I asked you to do that immediately.”

Her voice was soft. “I didn’t have time.”

He leaned forward across the desk, his gaze unyielding. “Then make time.”

The words weren’t loud, but they carried a quiet authority that made her breath hitch. There was no anger in him — only something more dangerous: concern, held too tightly.

When she finally nodded, his expression eased.

“I’ll have the wellness team schedule something if you haven’t by end of day,” he said.

She frowned. “You can’t—”

“I can,” he interrupted, his tone gentler now. “And I will, if you won’t.”

Something in the way he said it sent warmth through her — not the kind that comforted, but the kind that unsettled. He was too controlled, too careful, and yet beneath that, she could feel something restrained and volatile.

He looked down briefly at the folder on his desk, then back to her. “You’ve been doing exceptional work,” he said. “I’d rather not lose you because you’re too stubborn to ask for help.”

Her breath caught. There was no mistaking the undertone — quiet, sincere, and far too personal.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said softly.

His eyes met hers, and the air between them changed — thickened, sharpened. It was a silence charged with something neither of them could name.

When she finally rose to leave, her hand brushed against the desk. She hesitated.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“For what?”

“For... noticing.”

He didn’t reply, but the faintest shift in his expression told her everything she needed to know.



By midday, Eli found her in the break room.

“What’s going on?” he asked quietly, handing her a coffee. “He’s been watching you all morning.”

She shook her head, too quickly. “It’s nothing.”

Eli’s voice softened. “He’s not like most managers, Aylah. When he sets his attention on something, it doesn’t fade easily.”

“Eli—”

He sighed. “Just... be careful, alright?”



Later that afternoon, she dropped a file off at Arlo’s office. He was on a call, back turned, voice low and measured. She placed the folder neatly on his desk and turned to leave, but stopped when she heard him say,

“Yes. Schedule her with the company physician. Priority.”

Her heart stuttered.

When he hung up, she stood frozen in the doorway.

He looked at her — not startled, not guilty, simply composed. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

“You called about me.”

“I did.”

“You had no right—”

“I had an obligation,” he said evenly, crossing the room toward her. “You’re under my duty of care. That’s not negotiable.”

She stepped back as he approached — not out of fear, but because of the way his presence filled the space. Every breath she took felt shallower, her pulse too loud in her ears.

“You don’t have to do this,” she said quietly.

He stopped in front of her, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating off him. “Someone should have, a long time ago.”

The words landed between them like a confession.

For a moment, neither moved. The air felt alive — humming with something unspoken. Then his phone buzzed on the desk, breaking the spell. He exhaled slowly, stepping back.

“Go home early,” he said. “You’ve done enough for today.”

She hesitated. “You’re not angry?”

He gave a small, almost imperceptible smile. “Quite the opposite.”



That night, Aylah lay awake replaying every glance, every word. The memory of his voice stayed with her — quiet, commanding, threaded with something protective that reached far beyond professionalism.

And she couldn’t decide what scared her more — the idea of him watching over her... or how much she wanted him to.
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Chapter 5 – Fractures

[image: ]




The next morning, the office hummed with its usual rhythm, but something underneath it felt different — strained, like the stillness before a storm.

Aylah arrived earlier than usual. She needed the quiet before the day began, the illusion that things were still ordinary. But the illusion didn’t hold long. Her calendar pinged:

10:30 AM – Medical Assessment (Booked by: A. Hale)

Her pulse spiked. He’d done it himself.

She sat motionless for a moment, staring at the screen. Then she drew a slow breath, squared her shoulders, and got back to work. If she pretended it didn’t rattle her, maybe it wouldn’t.



Arlo was already in his office when she brought him the morning reports. He glanced up, eyes sharper than usual.

“You saw the appointment reminder,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“I did.”

“Good. The driver will take you.”

Her brows pulled together. “That’s not necessary.”

“I’d prefer to know you got there safely.”

There was no warmth in the words, only precision — the kind of care that didn’t ask permission.

“Arlo,” she said quietly, “you can’t control everything.”

He looked at her then, and something unreadable passed through his expression — a flicker of something softer. “No,” he said. “But I can make sure the things I’m responsible for don’t fall apart.”

The words stayed with her long after she left his office.



Later that day, Eli found Arlo alone in the corridor outside the server room, his voice low and measured.

“Got a minute?”

Arlo turned. “Of course.”

Eli folded his arms, leaning against the wall. “You’ve been spending a lot of time on one employee.”

Arlo’s expression didn’t shift. “If you’re referring to Aylah, I’m managing a performance and welfare issue.”

“Looks like more than that.”

“Careful,” Arlo said softly, not as a warning — more as a statement of fact.

Eli didn’t back off. “You’re watching her, scheduling her appointments, sending your driver. That’s not normal management.”

Arlo’s gaze held steady. “You’re assuming the intention matters more than the outcome. She wasn’t going to seek medical help. I made sure she did.”

Eli’s voice dropped. “You don’t see how that looks?”

Arlo studied him for a moment, then said, almost quietly, “You think I’m crossing a line.”

“I think you already have.”

For a moment, neither man spoke. The hum of the building’s ventilation was the only sound between them. Then Arlo stepped closer — not in threat, but in absolute composure.

“I don’t interfere for the sake of control,” he said. “I do it because people like Aylah don’t ask for help until they’re drowning.”

Eli’s jaw tightened. “Maybe let her decide when she needs saving.”

Arlo’s response was quiet but final. “She already decided when she came to work for me.”

Eli stared at him for a moment longer, then walked away, leaving the faint scent of tension behind him.



When Aylah returned from the appointment that afternoon, the rain had started again. Her cheeks were pale, her hands trembling slightly as she signed in at reception.

Arlo met her halfway across the floor. “Well?”

“The doctor confirmed... asthma,” she said, barely above a whisper. “It’s under control.”
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