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Prologue

	Declan

	11:14 PM.

	The third floor of Nexlayer Consulting was a graveyard of ambition, lit only by the cold, blue glow of the security monitors and the emergency exit signs. This was my favorite time to exist. No synergetic tangents. No organic disruptions. Just the pure, unadulterated efficiency of a system running at peak capacity without the interference of human variables.

	I leaned back in my chair, my fingers hovering over the keys of my laptop. The silence was a vacuum—perfect, sterile, and entirely unshared.

	Until the elevator chimed.

	I didn't need to check the security feed. My central nervous system recognized the frequency before my brain could process the data. It was a rhythmic, confident stride that had no business being in a corporate office an hour before midnight.

	Seth Calloway.

	He walked onto the floor with a jacket slung over his shoulder, his tie loosened, and that irritating, permanent aura of sunlight that seemed to follow him even into the dark. He didn't see me at first. He headed straight for the galley kitchen on the second floor, his silhouette a moving disruption in the orderly grid of desks.

	I should have stayed at my desk. I should have finished the data migration for the Redmond account. But there was a glitch in my logic—a persistent, localized error that I had been unable to debug for three years.

	I stood up and followed the noise.

	I reached the kitchen just as Seth was leaning over the counter, reaching for a bottle of water in the back of the fridge. The space was narrow, a design flaw that Marcus Bell called "intimate" and I called a "liability."

	"Working late, Calloway?" I asked. My voice sounded deeper than usual, the resonance vibrating against the tiled walls.

	Seth didn't jump. He froze, then slowly straightened up, turning to face me. He looked exhausted. His hair was a chaotic mess of curls, and there was a faint smudge of graphite on his jawline. He looked... real. And that was the most dangerous thing about him.

	"Declan," he said, his voice a low, tired rasp. "I thought the Robot powered down at ten for its nightly diagnostic."

	"The Robot stays online as long as the project requires it," I said, stepping into the galley.

	The distance between us was currently three feet. I could smell him—that jasmine-scented soap and the faint, lingering heat of a man who spent his life feeling everything too loudly.

	"The project," Seth sighed, leaning back against the counter. He crossed his arms, the movement pulling the fabric of his shirt tight across his chest. "Always the project. Is that what we’re calling this now? This thing where you follow me into dark kitchens just to remind me how much you hate my design philosophy?"

	"I don't hate your philosophy, Seth," I said, stepping closer. "I find it structurally unsound. There's a difference."

	"Is there?" Seth challenged, his hazel eyes darkening. He stepped into my space, closing the gap until the air between us was pressurized, thick with the scent of sandalwood and the cold rain still clinging to my blazer. "Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re obsessed with the crack in the foundation."

	I looked down at him. He was shorter than me, but he never acted like it. He held his ground with a defiance that made my blood run hot.

	"You're in my light," I whispered. It was a lie. He was the light.

	"Then move me, Declan."

	It was a dare. A variable I hadn't accounted for.

	I reached out. It wasn't a conscious decision; it was a total systemic failure of my restraint. My hand landed on his waist, my palm flat against the thin, warm cotton of his dress shirt. I didn't guide him out of the way. I didn't push.

	I gripped him.

	Seth’s breath hitched—a sharp, jagged sound that echoed in the small room. He didn't pull away. He leaned into the touch, his own hands finding the lapels of my blazer. I felt the heat of him through my palm, the solid, living weight of the man I had spent three years trying to out-calculate.

	My fingers splayed across his hip, my thumb grazing the bone. The "hand on waist" posture wasn't a professional courtesy. It was a claim. A mark of the friction that had been building between us since the first day he took my parking spot.

	"Seth," I groaned, the word sounding like a confession.

	I leaned in, my mouth inches from his. The tension was a live wire, a high-frequency hum that threatened to blow the whole circuit. I wanted to destroy him. I wanted to save him. I wanted to find out if the "soul" he talked about so much tasted as good as it looked.

	The motion-sensor lights in the hallway clicked off, plunging the kitchen into a bruised, intimate shadow.

	"Do it," Seth breathed against my lips. "Break the system, Declan. Just once."

	I tightened my grip on his waist, pulling him flush against me. The professional distance was gone. The twelve desks were a memory. There was only the heat, the dark, and the terrifying realization that the space between hate and everything else was much smaller than I’d ever imagined.

	I didn't kiss him. Not then. I couldn't afford to let the armor fall completely.

	I let go of his waist, the loss of contact feeling like a physical chill. I stepped back, my face smoothing into its marble mask, though my heart was still hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

	"Goodnight, Calloway," I said, my voice like steel.

	I walked out of the kitchen, leaving him in the dark. But as I reached the elevator, I looked down at my hand. My palm was still warm. The data was corrupted.

	The war hadn't even started yet, and I had already lost the lead.

	

	



	Chapter 1: Seth

	Seth

	The rain in Portland didn’t just fall; it inhabited the air. It was a grey, pervasive mist that turned the Pearl District into a watercolor painting of industrial brick and moss-covered cobblestone. At 6:45 AM, the city was still waking up, but I had been awake for an hour, driven by the kind of internal clock that didn’t allow for the luxury of a snooze button.

	I stepped out of my apartment on 12th Avenue, pulling the collar of my waxed canvas jacket higher against the damp chill. My routine was a sacred architecture, the only thing keeping the frantic pace of Nexlayer Consulting from eroding my sanity. Step one: The walk to Stumptown. Step two: A medium oat milk latte with a double shot of espresso—hot enough to scald but perfect for the three-block trek to the office. Step three: Stepping into the elevator of the converted warehouse on 9th, shaking the rain off my umbrella, and preparing for war.

	Except, at Nexlayer, we didn't call it war. We called it "collaborative disruption."

	The third floor smelled like expensive medium-roast and high-end air purifiers. It was a beautiful space—exposed timber beams, original brickwork, and an open-concept floor plan that Marcus Bell, our Director, insisted "fostered organic synergy." In reality, it just fostered the ability to see exactly how many times your rival checked his watch.

	I navigated the rows of standing desks, my boots silent on the polished concrete. Most of the desks were empty, but one was already occupied.

	Declan Moore.

	He was always there. It was a point of contention that lived rent-free in the back of my mind. No matter how early I arrived, Declan was already a statue of productivity, his back perfectly straight, his dark hair immaculately styled even in the humidity. He didn’t look up as I passed. He didn't have to. I could feel the microscopic shift in the air, the way the temperature seemed to drop five degrees the moment I entered his peripheral vision.

	I reached my desk—exactly twelve desks away from his—and set my coffee down. I took a slow, deliberate breath, trying to channel the "warm, approachable leader" persona I’d spent three years cultivating.

	Then the email notification chimed.

	It wasn't just a regular ping. It was the synchronized ding of every computer on the floor at once. The sound of the starting gun.

	Subject: INTERNAL ANNOUNCEMENT: Senior Director Search & Strategic Retreat

	My heart did a slow, heavy thud against my ribs. This was it. The $40 million government contract Nexlayer was chasing had finally triggered the restructuring. One Senior Director position. One seat at the table where the real decisions were made.

	I clicked the link. The list was short. Five names.

	1. Calloway, Seth 2. Moore, Declan 3. Nair, Priya ...

	I stopped reading after the second name. My gaze drifted up, across the sea of monitors and ergonomic chairs. At the same exact moment, Declan turned his head.

	His eyes were a cold, piercing blue—the color of a glacier just before it cracks. He didn't smile. He didn't nod. He just looked at me with a terrifyingly neutral expression that said, I knew you’d be here, and I’ve already planned your obsolescence.

	I felt a spark of heat ignite in my chest—half irritation, half the dark, adrenaline-fueled thrill of the chase. I offered him a tight, professional smile—the kind that never reached the eyes. Game on, Declan.

	By 10:30 AM, the office was humming with the frantic energy of a beehive that had been poked with a very expensive stick. The news of the promotion search had turned every interaction into a performance. People were walking faster, talking louder about "deliverables," and eyeing the kitchen for any sign of a strategy meeting they weren't invited to.

	I needed more caffeine. Not because I was tired, but because I needed a moment away from the glare of my dual monitors.

	The kitchen on the second floor was a narrow galley, a relic of the building's original floor plan that the architects had "preserved for character." In practice, it was a bottleneck designed to force people into uncomfortable proximity.

	I was reaching for the communal carafe when the door swung open.

	Declan.

	He moved with a predatory grace, his tailored navy blazer straining slightly across his shoulders as he reached for a mug. He didn't look at me, focusing instead on the espresso machine with the intensity of a surgeon.

	"Seth," he said, his voice a low, gravelly baritone that always sounded like he was delivering a verdict.

	"Declan," I replied, keeping my tone light. "Congratulations on making the shortlist. Though I suppose we both saw that coming."

	"I don't believe in 'seeing things coming,' Seth," he said, finally turning to face me. He leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms. "I believe in preparation. Expecting a result without the labor is just... wishful thinking."

	I felt the familiar prickle of his condescension. He had this way of making "warmth" sound like "weakness."

	"Well, some of us like to enjoy the journey," I said, stepping closer to reach for the sugar.

	The kitchen was too small. With both of us standing there, the space felt compressed. I could smell him—something crisp and expensive, like sandalwood and cold rain. It was a distracting scent, one that didn't fit the image of the robotic overachiever I’d built of him in my head.

	I reached past him, my arm brushing against his. The contact was brief, but it sent a jolt of static electricity through my skin. I stiffened, my hand hovering over the sugar packets.

	"Careful," Declan murmured. His voice had dropped an octave.

	I looked up. He hadn't moved away. In fact, he seemed to have shifted closer. The narrowness of the galley meant we were inches apart. I could see the faint shadow of stubble along his jawline, the precise curve of his mouth that always seemed to be holding back a remark.

	"The space is tight, Declan. I'm sure you can manage the 'forced collaboration' for thirty seconds," I challenged, my pulse quickening.

	He didn't move. Instead, he reached out. It wasn't a fast movement, but it was deliberate. His hand landed on the side of my waist—not a caress, but a firm, grounding pressure, intended to guide me out of his way. Except he didn't guide me. He just... held me there for a second too long.

	His fingers were long, his grip certain. Through the thin fabric of my dress shirt, the heat of his palm felt like a brand. I froze, my breath catching in my throat. I should have pushed him off, or made a joke, or stepped back. But the air in the room had suddenly become heavy, charged with an unspoken tension that had nothing to do with the $40 million contract.

	"You're in my light," he whispered.

	His eyes dropped to my mouth for a fraction of a second—so fast I almost missed it—before snapping back to mine. There was a challenge there, a dark curiosity that made my stomach flip. It wasn't hate. Not exactly. It was the specific, combustible energy of two people who had spent three years obsessed with beating each other, only to realize they were now obsessed with the person they were trying to beat.

	"Then move me," I dared him, my voice steadier than I felt.

	His thumb grazed the curve of my hip, a slow, unconscious movement that made my skin tingle. The pressure of his hand on my waist shifted, pulling me a fraction of an inch closer. I could feel the heat radiating off him, the solid strength of his frame. For a heartbeat, the rivalry vanished, replaced by a raw, magnetic pull that terrified me.

	The door to the kitchen swung open.

	"Oh! Sorry, guys," Priya said, stopping dead in the doorway. Her eyes darted from Declan’s hand on my waist to my flushed face. Her expression was a masterpiece of "I am seeing things I will definitely be bringing up later."

	Declan withdrew his hand instantly, his face smoothing back into its marble mask. He didn't look flustered. He didn't even look annoyed. He just picked up his espresso and nodded at Priya.

	"Calloway," he said, a parting shot as he walked past me. He didn't look back.

	I stood there, my hand still clutching a packet of Turbinado sugar, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.

	"Seth," Priya said, her voice dripping with artificial innocence as she walked toward the fridge. "That looked like a very... productive brainstorming session."

	"Shut up, Priya," I muttered, but I couldn't stop my hands from shaking.

	The rest of the morning was a blur of spreadsheets and Slack notifications. I tried to focus on the UX audit for the Redmond account, but my mind kept drifting back to the kitchen. The weight of Declan’s hand. The way he had looked at me.

	I’d spent three years telling myself I hated him. He was the obstacle. He was the man who had taken the parking spot I wanted on my first day. He was the one who pointed out the single decimal error in my Q3 presentation in front of the board. He was the armor-plated prick who didn't know how to say "please" but knew exactly how to make you feel like an idiot with a single raised eyebrow.

	But that moment in the kitchen... that wasn't about decimals or parking spots.

	At 2:00 PM, a calendar invite popped up.

	MANDATORY: Senior Director Candidate Briefing Location: Conference Room B Host: Marcus Bell

	Conference Room B was the battlefield. It was where we did the "Big Reveals." It was a glass-walled aquarium in the center of the third floor, designed to make sure everyone could see the stress on your face while you defended your ideas.

	I arrived early, securing my usual seat at the far end of the table. Priya sat next to me, humming a tune and tapping her stylus against her tablet.

	"You're vibrating," she whispered.

	"I am not vibrating," I lied.

	"You're at a frequency that only dogs and frustrated UX designers can hear. Take a breath. You're the best candidate for this, Seth. You have the soul. Declan just has the... whatever it is that robots have. High-grade oil?"

	"He's not a robot, Priya. He's just... efficient."

	"He's a nightmare in a Tom Ford suit. Don't let him get under your skin."

	Too late, I thought, but I didn't say it.

	The door opened, and the other two candidates filed in—Mark from Marketing and Sarah from Product—followed by the man himself.

	Declan walked in last. He didn't look at me. He sat directly across from me, his laptop already open, his posture a study in calculated poise.

	Marcus Bell followed, looking every bit the "cool dad" of the consulting world in his designer hoodie and expensive sneakers. He was carrying a stack of folders and a look of terrifyingly earnest excitement.

	"Alright, team," Marcus said, leaning against the edge of the table. "I won't bury the lead. You all know why you're here. The Senior Director role is a pivotal piece of Nexlayer’s future. We’re not just looking for someone who can manage a P&L. We’re looking for a visionary. Someone who can lead this company through the next decade."

	He paused, letting the weight of the words settle.

	"To make this decision, we're doing something a little different. We need to see how you function under pressure, outside the comfort zone of this office. Next week, the five of you will be attending a mandatory two-week leadership retreat at Cascade Ridge."

	A low murmur went around the room. Cascade Ridge was the company’s private retreat center in the Columbia River Gorge. It was beautiful, isolated, and notoriously low on cell service.

	"This won't be a vacation," Marcus continued. "You'll be working on a joint strategic proposal for the government contract. We'll be evaluating your individual contributions, yes, but more importantly, we’ll be looking at your ability to collaborate."

	He started handing out the folders.

	"I've taken the liberty of organizing the logistics. Since we want to encourage deep-dive synergy, we’ve paired you up for the cabin assignments."

	My stomach dropped. I felt Priya stiffen beside me.

	Marcus smiled, that beaming, oblivious smile that made me wonder if he was genuinely a genius or just very lucky.

	"Priya, you'll be with Sarah. Mark, you'll have the studio cabin by the lake."

	He turned to the last folder.

	"And Seth... you’ll be sharing the Ridgeview Cabin with Declan."

	The silence in the room was absolute. It was the kind of silence that had its own gravitational pull.

	I didn't move. I couldn't. I felt the air leave my lungs in a slow, silent hiss. Sharing a cabin. For two weeks. In the middle of nowhere. With Declan Moore.

	I looked across the table. For the first time that day, Declan’s composure flickered. His jaw tightened, a small muscle jumping in his cheek. His eyes met mine, and for a split second, I saw it—the same flash of panic, followed immediately by a dark, simmering intensity.

	"Is there a problem, guys?" Marcus asked, looking between us with genuine confusion. "I thought putting the two of you together was a masterstroke. Your combined skill sets are unbeatable."

	"No problem, Marcus," Declan said, his voice like cracking ice. "It’s... an efficient arrangement."

	He looked at me then, and the weight of his gaze was almost physical. It wasn't just the promotion anymore. It wasn't just the kitchen tension.

	Two weeks. One cabin. One bathroom. No escape.

	I realized then that the "space between hate" was about to get very, very small.

	The drive home that evening felt longer than usual. The rain had turned into a steady downpour, the wipers on my car rhythmically clearing the windshield with a sound that seemed to mock me. Two weeks. Two weeks. Two weeks.

	I walked into my apartment and threw my keys on the bowl. Usually, my home was my sanctuary—a mix of mid-century modern furniture, overflowing bookshelves, and a window that looked out over the city lights. Tonight, it felt like a waiting room.

	I went to the kitchen and poured myself a glass of bourbon. I needed something to dull the edge of the adrenaline.

	I thought about Declan. I thought about the way he’d stood in the kitchen, his hand on my waist, the way he’d looked at me in the conference room. He was the most infuriating man I had ever met—cold, arrogant, and entirely too good at everything he did.

	And yet, as I stood there in the quiet of my apartment, I couldn't stop thinking about the heat of his palm through my shirt.

	I pulled out my phone and opened the email from Marcus. I scrolled down to the logistics section for the Ridgeview Cabin.

	Ridgeview Cabin Features: - Shared Living Area with Fireplace - Two Private Bedrooms - Shared Bathroom - Fully Equipped Kitchen

	I let out a shaky breath. Two bedrooms. That was something. At least I wouldn't have to watch him sleep. But the shared bathroom... the shared kitchen... the long nights by the fire...

	My phone buzzed in my hand.

	Message from: Priya P: "So... Ridgeview, huh? I’ve seen the floor plan. The walls are paper thin. Just thought you should know."

	I groaned, tossing the phone onto the sofa.

	Message from: Priya P: "Also, Seth? Try not to kill him in the first forty-eight hours. Or, you know. The other thing."

	"I’m going to kill her," I whispered to the empty room.

	I took a long sip of the bourbon, the burn of the alcohol matching the fire in my chest. This promotion was everything I’d worked for. Three years of sixty-hour weeks, of missed birthdays, of grinding perfectionism. I wasn't going to let Declan Moore take it from me. And I certainly wasn't going to let him see that he affected me.

	I would be professional. I would be warm. I would be the "collaborative disruptor" Marcus wanted.

	But as I looked out at the rain-slicked streets of Portland, I knew I was lying to myself. The tension between us was a living thing, a coiled spring that had been tightening for three years. And in that cabin, with no office to hide behind and no professional distance to maintain, that spring was going to snap.

	I just didn't know which one of us it would break first.

	The following Monday arrived with the grim inevitability of a deadline.

	The office was a graveyard of suitcases and laptop bags. Marcus had arranged for a shuttle for the group, but in a final act of management-level "synergy," he had suggested that "since the co-leads are sharing a cabin, perhaps they could carpool?"

	Which is how I found myself standing in front of my building at 8:00 AM, waiting for a black Audi that looked like it belonged to a high-ranking member of the Mossad.

	The car pulled up to the curb with whisper-quiet precision. The window rolled down, revealing Declan in a pair of dark aviators, his hands gripping the steering wheel at ten and two.

	"Calloway," he said. "Put your bag in the trunk."

	"Good morning to you too, Declan," I said, my voice dripping with forced cheer.

	I threw my duffel in the back and climbed into the passenger seat. The interior of the car was spotless. It smelled like new leather and Declan.

	"You're late," he said, pulling away from the curb before I’d even buckled my seatbelt.

	"It’s 8:03, Declan. The world isn't going to end in three minutes."

	"Three minutes is the difference between catching the light on Burnside and being stuck in traffic for twenty. Efficiency, Seth. Try it sometime."

	I sank back into the seat, gripping my coffee cup. "It’s going to be a long three hours."

	"Indeed," he replied, his gaze fixed on the road.

	As we crossed the Morrison Bridge, leaving the city behind and heading toward the dark, misty expanse of the Columbia River Gorge, I realized that the battle had already begun. The car was small, the air was thick, and the three hours ahead of us were just the beginning of the end of everything I thought I knew about my rival.

	I looked at Declan—the sharp line of his profile, the way his fingers tapped a silent rhythm on the wheel. He looked untouchable.

	I wondered how long it would take to find the cracks.



	

Chapter 2: Declan


	Declan

	Structure is the only defense against chaos.

	My life is a series of precisely calibrated systems designed to minimize friction and maximize output. I wake at 5:00 AM. I run six miles through the drizzle of the West Hills, the rhythmic slap of my sneakers against the pavement the only soundtrack I require. I drink my coffee black—no oat milk, no double-espresso theatrics, just fuel. By 6:15 AM, I am at my desk on the third floor of Nexlayer Consulting.

	I prefer the office when it’s empty. The silence has a texture, a purity that is inevitably corrupted the moment the elevators begin to discharge the rest of the staff. People are variables. They are loud, they are inefficient, and they are prone to "collaborative" tangents that serve no purpose other than to mask a lack of preparation.

	At 6:50 AM, the elevator chimed. I didn't need to look up to know who it was. The air in the room changed, shifting from the sterile, focused vacuum I preferred to something... warmer. More erratic.

	Seth Aaron Calloway.

	I could hear the soft, rhythmic click of his boots on the concrete. He walked like he owned the sunlight, which was an irritating affectation in a city that saw the sun three months out of the year. He passed my desk, and I caught the faint, lingering scent of his coffee—something sweet and unnecessary—and the smell of the rain on his jacket.

	I kept my eyes on my monitor, my fingers moving across the keyboard with a steady, unyielding cadence. I had spent three years monitoring Seth Calloway. Not because I liked him—quite the opposite—but because one must understand the primary threat to one's trajectory. Seth was the "Cultural Heart" of the third floor. He remembered birthdays. He brought in donuts. He smiled at the interns.

	He was also, infuriatingly, brilliant.

	His design philosophy was the antithesis of mine. I built structures of logic and efficiency; Seth built experiences of "delight and empathy." And Marcus Bell, our Director, couldn't get enough of it.

	The email arrived at exactly 9:00 AM.

	Subject: INTERNAL ANNOUNCEMENT: Senior Director Search & Strategic Retreat

	I didn't need to read the names to know I was on the list. I also didn't need to read them to know Seth was, too. My heart didn't "thud" or "race." It simply tightened, a mechanical gear locking into place. This was the culmination of three years of sustained performance. The $40 million government contract was the prize, and the Senior Director position was the trophy.

	I finally allowed myself to look up.

	Seth was already looking at me. He was twelve desks away, framed by the industrial windows and the grey Portland sky. He didn't look like a rival in that moment; he looked like a complication. He offered a smile—that practiced, easy warmth that made everyone else in the office trust him.

	I didn't smile back. I looked at him until his smile faltered, just a fraction of a millimeter. I wanted him to understand that this wasn't a "journey." This wasn't a "shared experience." This was a zero-sum game.

	Only one of us was getting that office on the fifth floor.

	By 10:30 AM, the office felt small. The atmosphere was thick with the scent of ambition and cheap catering. I needed to move. I needed to reset my focus.

	I headed for the kitchen on the second floor, a space I generally avoided because it was designed to "encourage spontaneous interaction." To me, it was a gauntlet of small talk I didn't have the patience to run.

	The kitchen was empty when I entered. Or so I thought.

	Seth was there, reaching for the sugar packets. The narrow galley was a design flaw, a bottleneck that forced us into a proximity that felt... aggressive.

	"Seth," I said. My voice was a tool I used to set boundaries. Cold. Precise.

	"Declan," he replied. He didn't look away. "Congratulations on making the shortlist. Though I suppose we both saw that coming."

	He was trying to be gracious. It was his greatest weapon—the ability to make a competition feel like a conversation.

	"I don't believe in 'seeing things coming,' Seth," I said, leaning back against the counter. I crossed my arms, feeling the tension of my blazer across my shoulders. "I believe in preparation. Expecting a result without the labor is just... wishful thinking."

	I saw the flash of irritation in his eyes. Good. The "empathy" was cracking.

	"Well, some of us like to enjoy the journey," he said. He stepped closer, reaching past me for the sugar.

	He was too close. The space between us had vanished. I could smell him—not just the coffee, but something underneath. Something clean and warm, like cedarwood. It was a sensory detail I hadn't authorized.

	As he reached, his arm brushed against mine.

	The contact was a shock. It wasn't just physical; it was an intrusion. I felt a jolt of heat travel up my arm, a sudden, sharp awareness of the man standing inches from me. He was taller than I usually gave him credit for, his frame solid beneath his dress shirt.

	"Careful," I murmured. My own voice sounded strange to me—deeper, rougher than I intended.

	Seth didn't move away. He stayed right there, trapped between me and the counter. He looked up, his eyes searching mine. He wasn't smiling now. His pupils were blown wide, and I could see the steady pulse in his neck.

	"The space is tight, Declan," he challenged. "I'm sure you can manage the 'forced collaboration' for thirty seconds."

	He was baiting me. He wanted me to blink. He wanted me to be the one to retreat.

	I didn't retreat.

	I reached out. It wasn't a conscious decision; it was a tactical maneuver to reclaim my personal space. My hand landed on his waist, intended to guide him firmly to the side.

	But the moment my palm touched the fabric of his shirt, the plan failed.

	The heat of his body was startling. He felt... real. Not a variable. Not a rival. A man. I could feel the curve of his hip, the solid muscle beneath my hand. My fingers didn't just land; they gripped. I felt his breath hitch, a small, sharp intake of air that vibrated against my own chest.

	I didn't move him. I held him.

	I leaned in, just an inch. The air between us was electric, a static charge that made the hair on my arms stand up. I looked down at his mouth—the lower lip was slightly fuller than the top, bitten red from nerves.

	"You're in my light," I whispered.

	I wanted to see him break. I wanted to see the "peacekeeper" crumble under the weight of the tension I knew he was feeling. Because I was feeling it, too. It was a dark, heavy pull, a magnetic attraction that defied every system I had ever built.

	"Then move me," he said. It wasn't a request. It was a dare.

	My thumb grazed the bone of his hip, a slow, deliberate movement that I couldn't justify as "guiding." It was a claim. A mark. For a heartbeat, the office didn't exist. There was no promotion. There was no $40 million contract. There was only the heat of Seth Calloway and the sudden, terrifying realization that I wanted to find out exactly what was behind that "warmth."

	The door swung open.

	Priya Nair stood there, her eyes wide as she took in the scene.

	I withdrew my hand instantly. My skin felt cold where his heat had been. I didn't look at her. I didn't look at Seth. I picked up my coffee, my movements mechanical.

	"Calloway," I said. It was a dismissal. An attempt to reset the world.

	I walked out of the kitchen, but I could still feel the phantom pressure of his waist against my palm. My system had been compromised.

	The conference room was a cage of glass and ego.

	Marcus Bell sat at the head of the table, looking far too pleased with himself. He was talking about "vision" and "synergy," words that usually made me want to roll my eyes. But today, I couldn't focus. I was too aware of Seth sitting across from me.

	"Next week," Marcus announced, "the five of you will be attending a mandatory two-week leadership retreat at Cascade Ridge."

	I felt the shift in the room. Cascade Ridge was isolated. It was a place where "collaboration" was forced through sheer lack of alternatives.

	"I've taken the liberty of organizing the logistics," Marcus continued, his smile widening. "Since we want to encourage deep-dive synergy, we’ve paired you up for the cabin assignments."

	A cold dread began to settle in my gut. I knew Marcus. I knew how he thought. He saw the friction between me and Seth as a "creative opportunity."

	"And Seth... you’ll be sharing the Ridgeview Cabin with Declan."

	The words hit me like a physical blow.

	Sharing a cabin. For two weeks.

	I looked at Seth. He looked pale, his eyes wide with the same shock I was feeling. For a second, our rivalry was forgotten, replaced by a mutual understanding of the disaster Marcus had just invited.

	Two weeks in a cabin with Seth Calloway was not a leadership exercise. It was a crucible.

	"Is there a problem, guys?" Marcus asked.

	I forced my face into a mask of professional indifference. "No problem, Marcus. It’s... an efficient arrangement."

	My voice felt like it was coming from someone else. Inside, I was already calculating the risks. Two weeks of his music. Two weeks of his "warmth." Two weeks of the shared bathroom, the shared kitchen, the shared fireplace.

	The "light" I had told him he was in was about to become blinding.

	The drive to the Gorge was an exercise in sustained silence.

	I drove my Audi with the same precision I applied to everything else. Ten and two. Exact speed limit. No unnecessary lane changes. Seth sat in the passenger seat, a restless energy radiating off him that made the small cabin of the car feel even smaller.

	"We don't have to do this, you know," he said, about forty minutes into the drive.

	"Do what, Seth?"

	"Act like we're being transported to a penal colony. It’s a retreat, Declan. Not a sentence."

	"For you, perhaps. For me, it’s a two-week delay in my actual responsibilities."

	"You're impossible," he muttered, turning to look out the window at the Columbia River.

	"I'm efficient. There’s a difference."

	He didn't reply. Instead, he reached for the infotainment system.

	"What are you doing?" I asked.

	"Negotiating," he said. "You're driving. I'm the DJ. It’s a fair trade."

	I wanted to argue. I wanted to insist on the news or a podcast on data architecture. But then the music started.

	It was a track I knew. Something low-fi, with a heavy bassline and a soulful, haunting vocal. It was exactly the kind of music I listened to when I was alone in my apartment, the kind of music that bypassed the armor and went straight to the things I didn't like to name.

	I didn't say anything. I just tightened my grip on the wheel.

	"You like this," Seth said. It wasn't a question.

	"It’s... tolerable," I lied.

	"You're a terrible liar, Declan Moore. Your thumb is tapping the rhythm on the wheel."

	I stopped the movement instantly. I hated that he noticed. I hated that he saw the cracks before I even knew they were there.

	"Efficiency, Seth," I said, my voice tight. "Focus on the road."

	"I'm focusing on the road," he said, his voice dropping into that softer, more intimate register. "I'm also focusing on the fact that you're currently driving ten miles under the speed limit."

	I looked at the speedometer. I was. I was slowing down because, for some reason I didn't want to examine, I wasn't in a hurry to get to the cabin. I wasn't in a hurry to be alone with him in a space where I couldn't just walk away.

	"The rain," I said. "Visibility is low."

	"The rain stopped ten miles ago, Declan."

	I didn't answer. I just pushed the accelerator, the engine of the Audi growling as we surged forward into the mist.

	Cascade Ridge was a collection of timber-frame cabins nestled into the side of the cliffs overlooking the river. It was beautiful, in the way that nature is beautiful—untamed, unpredictable, and entirely indifferent to human systems.

	We pulled up to the Ridgeview Cabin as the sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, casting long, bruised shadows across the forest floor.

	"Here we are," Seth said. He sounded as nervous as I felt.

	I killed the engine. The silence that followed was heavy.

	"Two weeks," I said, more to myself than to him.

	"Two weeks," he echoed.

	We got out of the car. The air was cold, smelling of pine and damp earth. I opened the trunk and handed him his duffel bag. As our fingers brushed over the handle, I felt that same jolt of static electricity.

	I pulled my hand back as if I’d been burned.

	"I’ll take the bedroom on the left," I said, heading for the door.

	"Fine. I’ll take the right."

	We entered the cabin. It was one large, open space—a living area with a massive stone fireplace, a small kitchen, and two doors leading to the bedrooms. It was high-end, but rustic. The kind of place people came to "find themselves."

	I didn't want to find anything. I wanted to finish the proposal and go home.

	I went to my room and closed the door. I sat on the edge of the bed, my head in my hands. The room was small. The walls were, as Priya had warned, thin. I could hear Seth moving in the next room—the sound of his bag hitting the floor, the click of his boots, the soft hum he made when he was thinking.

	It was going to be an impossible two weeks.

	I stood up and went to the window. Outside, the Gorge was a dark, jagged Maw. I thought about the kitchen. I thought about the way Seth had looked at me when I’d touched him.

	Caring about someone gives them power over you.

	That was the rule. That was the foundation of the armor. But as I stood there in the silence of the cabin, listening to the man in the next room, I realized that the armor was already beginning to feel heavy.

	And for the first time in my life, I wasn't sure if I wanted to keep it on.



	
Chapter 3: Seth

	Seth

	Isolation has a sound. In Portland, the noise is a constant, humming layer of traffic, distant sirens, and the white noise of two hundred people breathing the same filtered air on the third floor of Nexlayer. But here, in the Columbia River Gorge, the silence was heavy. It pressed against the windows of the Ridgeview Cabin, punctuated only by the aggressive lashing of rain against the timber siding and the occasional groan of the old fir trees outside.

	I stood in my bedroom—the "right" bedroom, as designated by Declan in his most 'command-and-control' voice—and stared at my open duffel bag.

	The room was small, smelling of cedar and floor wax. It was comfortable, in a rugged, expensive way that Marcus Bell clearly thought would inspire "grounded leadership." To me, it felt like a cell. A high-end, $400-a-night cell.

	I could hear him.

	That was the problem with these rustic-chic cabins. The walls were thin enough that every movement Declan made in the "left" bedroom resonated through the studs. I heard the metallic clack of his suitcase being unlatched. I heard the heavy thud of his boots hitting the floor. I heard the rustle of fabric—him changing out of his driving blazer, perhaps?

	My mind unhelpfully supplied an image of Declan Moore stripping off a tailored shirt, the broad slope of his shoulders catching the dim light. I squeezed my eyes shut, gripping the edge of the dresser.

	Stop it, Calloway. He’s the enemy. He’s the guy who wants your job. He’s the guy who thinks your design philosophy is 'erratic.'

	But I could still feel the phantom heat of his hand on my waist from the kitchen. It had been three days, and the sensation was still keyed into my nervous system like a persistent notification I couldn't swipe away. It hadn't been a gentle touch. It had been possessive. Certain.

	I blew out a long breath and began shoving my sweaters into the dresser. I didn't need to be hyper-aware of him. I needed to be the person Priya said I was: the one with the soul. The one who could win this promotion by being the better leader, not by being the most distracted cabin mate.

	I finished unpacking and walked into the shared living space.

	The cabin was designed for "intimacy," which was corporate-speak for "nowhere to hide." The kitchen flowed directly into a living area dominated by a massive stone fireplace. A heavy oak dining table sat in the corner—our designated workstation for the next two weeks.

	Declan was already there.

	He had changed into a charcoal grey cashmere sweater and dark jeans. It was the "relaxed" version of Declan Moore, which was still more put-together than most people at their own weddings. He was standing at the small kitchen counter, staring at the coffee maker with an expression of profound distrust.

	"It’s a French press, Declan. Not an Enigma machine," I said, leaning against the doorframe.

	He didn't look at me. "It’s an inefficient method of extraction. The sediment-to-volume ratio is inconsistent."

	"It makes a better cup than that robotic espresso machine you worship at the office," I countered, moving into his space.

	The kitchen was even smaller than the one at Nexlayer. To get to the kettle, I had to pass behind him. I tried to keep a professional distance, but as I reached for the handle, the cabin seemed to shrink.

	He didn't move. He stood his ground, a solid pillar of cashmere and arrogance. I felt the heat radiating off him, the scent of sandalwood and something sharper—the cold air he’d brought in from the car—swirling around us.

	"We have four hours before the first scheduled check-in with Marcus via the satellite uplink," Declan said, his voice low. "I suggest we establish the framework for the government contract proposal now. I’ve already outlined the preliminary data architecture."

	"Of course you have," I muttered, setting the kettle on the stove. "Did you do that while you were driving ten miles under the speed limit, or while you were dreaming of spreadsheets?"

	He finally turned to face me. The kitchen light was dim, casting sharp shadows across the planes of his face. His blue eyes were unreadable, but there was a tension in his jaw that told me I was getting under his skin.

	"I don't dream of spreadsheets, Seth. I dream of results. Something you might want to prioritize if you actually want this promotion."

	"I prioritize people, Declan. Results follow people. That’s the difference between us."

	"The difference between us," he said, stepping closer, "is that I know exactly what I’m willing to sacrifice to get what I want. You’re too busy trying to make everyone like you to realize that leadership requires being the villain sometimes."

	He was so close now that I could see the fine knit of his sweater, the way the dark grey fabric hugged the muscles of his chest. The air between us felt charged, a localized weather system of friction and unwanted attraction.

	I didn't back down. I tilted my chin up, meeting his gaze. "Maybe I don't think being a villain is a prerequisite for success. Maybe I think you’re just using that as an excuse to keep everyone at arm's length."

	Declan’s gaze dropped to my mouth for a heartbeat—a repeat of the kitchen incident, but heavier this time, amplified by the isolation of the cabin. His hand rose, as if he was going to reach for me again, his fingers twitching slightly.

	The kettle began to whistle—a sharp, shrill scream that broke the spell.

	Declan blinked, the marble mask sliding back into place. He stepped back, putting three feet of blessed, cold air between us.

	"Start the coffee, Calloway," he said, his voice returning to its usual clipped tone. "I’ll be at the table. Don't be late."







OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Prologue


    		Chapter 1: Seth


    		Chapter 2: Declan


    		Chapter 3: Seth


    		Chapter 4: Declan


    		Chapter 5: Seth


    		Chapter 6: Declan


    		Chapter 7: Seth


    		Chapter 8: Declan


    		Chapter 9: Seth


    		Chapter 10: Declan


    		Chapter 11: Seth


    		Chapter 12: Declan


    		Chapter 13: Seth


    		Chapter 14: Declan


    		Chapter 15: Seth


    		Chapter 16: Declan


    		Chapter 17: Seth


    		Chapter 18: Declan


    		Chapter 19: Seth


    		Chapter 20: Declan


    		Chapter 21: Seth


    		Chapter 22: Declan


    		Chapter 23: Seth


    		Chapter 24: Declan


    		Chapter 25: Seth


    		Chapter 26: Declan


    		Chapter 27: Seth


    		Chapter 28: Declan


    		Chapter 29: Seth


    		Chapter 30: Declan


    		EPILOGUE


  













