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CHAPTER ONE




The Welcome That Hides Fangs

The most dangerous person in any room is the one who makes you feel the safest.


I.  THE BUILDING



The elevator doors opened on the fourteenth floor and Ethan Cole walked out carrying a laptop bag, a coffee he had barely touched, and the quiet, private hope of someone who still believed that effort and honesty were enough.


The office of Mercer and Associates filled the entire floor. Glass partitions, polished concrete, rows of monitors glowing in the grey morning light. It was the kind of workspace that appeared in recruitment brochures and company culture features. It looked like a place where things got done, where people arrived early because they wanted to, where careers moved upward because they deserved to.

Ethan had spent two weeks imagining it. Now that he was standing inside it, his first thought was not about the space itself but about the noise. Not loud noise. The opposite. A controlled, pressurised quiet that felt less like calm and more like a room full of people choosing their words very carefully before they said them.

He adjusted the strap of his bag, looked around for any indication of where the Project Analysis team sat, and found none. He checked the onboarding email for the third time. It told him to report to the reception desk, which he could not locate, and to ask for someone named Adrian Vale, whose title was Senior Operations Manager and whose name Ethan did not yet know well enough to carry any weight.

He was still looking when the man found him first.

~     ~     ~

II.  THE FIRST HANDSHAKE


"Ethan Cole. You are exactly on time."

The voice was warm and perfectly pitched, the kind of voice that seemed to have been calibrated over many years to the exact frequency at which people instinctively relaxed. Ethan turned around.

Adrian Vale was somewhere in his early forties, lean and composed, with a face that projected both intelligence and ease in equal measure. He wore a charcoal jacket over a light blue shirt, no tie, the sleeves folded back in a way that managed to look effortless rather than casual. His handshake was firm without performing firmness.

"Adrian Vale," he said. "I manage Operations but in practice I help make sure good people land in the right places when they arrive. Welcome to the fourteenth floor."

"Thank you," Ethan said. "I was looking for reception."

"We do not really have one. It is a long story involving a renovation budget and a disagreement about what reception desks say about corporate hierarchy." He smiled as he said it, lightly, as if inviting Ethan into a private joke about a place he had clearly belonged to for a long time. "Come on. I will show you your desk and then give you the tour before the nine o'clock traffic starts."

Ethan followed. He noticed as they moved through the floor that people looked up from their screens when Adrian passed. Not with the alert attention that employees gave a senior manager. With something softer. Recognition. A small warmth. Two people waved. One woman called out his name and he answered without breaking stride, the kind of easy familiarity that takes years to build in an office and that usually means a person belongs there in some fundamental way.


Ethan thought: this is the person who actually runs this floor, whatever his title says.


~     ~     ~

III.  THE TOUR


The desk they gave him was near the east-facing windows, which he would later learn was not the standard placement for a new analyst. Most new hires started at the interior cluster near the storage room. Ethan did not know this yet. He simply set down his bag, looked at the monitor, and thought the light was good.

"The Orion Project files are already on your system," Adrian said, pulling out the chair across from Ethan's desk and sitting on the edge of it in the way of someone who had no intention of staying long, only of making this feel like a real conversation. "Richard Mercer, our CEO, wants a progress brief by end of month. You will be working primarily with the analytics sub-team but you will have contact across three departments. It is a visible assignment for a first month."

"I appreciate the opportunity," Ethan said.

"You earned the desk. I read your application and I recommended your candidacy to Richard directly." He said it without pride, almost as an aside. "I mention it only because I want you to know the confidence is genuine, not ceremonial."

Ethan was not entirely sure how to respond to that. He said thank you again, which felt inadequate, and Adrian moved on smoothly.

The tour took twenty minutes. Adrian introduced him to eleven people by first name, remembering each time to add something specific: a project they were proud of, a skill they were known for, a small detail that made each person feel visible rather than categorised. By the end of it, Ethan had shaken more hands than he could keep track of.

He was introduced to Melissa Grant, the HR Coordinator, who had the bright attentive energy of someone who had heard everything and forgotten nothing. She shook his hand with both of hers and said she was delighted, and that he must come find her if he needed absolutely anything, and then before he could respond she asked which team he was joining and whether he had met Victoria Hayes yet. She asked the second question in a tone that suggested the answer mattered in a way she was not prepared to explain.

"Not yet," Ethan said.

"You will," Melissa said pleasantly, and left it exactly there.

He was introduced to Daniel Reeves at the far end of the floor, at a corner desk surrounded by server cables and the particular organised disorder of someone who lived inside systems rather than offices. Daniel was somewhere in his mid-thirties and had the careful stillness of a person who had decided long ago that most conversations were not worth the energy they required. He looked up, gave a small nod, said "Hey" with the vocal commitment of someone doing the absolute minimum required by social convention, and went back to his screen.

"Daniel keeps the whole digital infrastructure running," Adrian said as they moved away. "He does not say much but he notices everything."

Ethan glanced back. Daniel had not looked up again.

~     ~     ~

IV.  THE CEO


Richard Mercer appeared in the corridor at nine forty as if materialising from somewhere slightly above the building's ordinary operations. He was a tall man in his mid-fifties with silver at his temples and the kind of physical confidence that comes not from effort but from forty years of walking into rooms and being the most important person in them. His suit was immaculate. He moved the way people moved when they had spent decades being followed rather than following.

"Ethan Cole," he said, extending his hand. His grip was decisive. "Adrian tells me you are exactly what the Orion Project needs at this stage. I am glad you are here."

"Thank you, Mr Mercer."

"Richard is fine." He said it without warmth or coldness, simply as a correction, a fact of how the office operated. He glanced at Adrian. "Make sure he has everything." Then he was already moving, already somewhere else in his mind, already down the corridor and through a glass door before Ethan had finished registering the exchange.

He turned to Adrian.

"He remembered my name," Ethan said.

"He remembers everyone's name once I give it to him," Adrian said, easy and matter-of-fact. "He is very good at people. He just needs someone to curate the intake." He smiled, just slightly. "That is a large part of what I do."

Ethan nodded. He believed this. He believed all of it. Why would he not? The building was clean and full of light and the man standing next to him had done nothing but help.

~     ~     ~

V.  LUNCH AND THE FIRST WHISPER


Adrian took him to a cafe two blocks from the building, a small place with good coffee and no queue, the kind of spot that most employees did not know about yet. They sat at a table near the window. Adrian ordered without looking at the menu. Ethan ordered the same thing.

The conversation was easy and real in the way that conversations with naturally skilled people often were. Adrian asked about Ethan's previous work, listened without interrupting, asked specific follow-up questions that showed he had actually processed what he heard. He talked about the company culture, the rhythms of the floor, the projects that were likely to matter over the next quarter. He was the perfect mentor.

Then, about twenty minutes in, Adrian set down his cup and leaned slightly forward. Not dramatically. Just enough to create the small physical signal of a shift in register.

"I probably should not say this in your first week," he began, with the expression of a man doing something uncomfortable out of an obligation to honesty. "But I would feel wrong not mentioning it. Victoria Hayes, our Marketing Director, has a habit of drawing new analysts into her corner early on. She is very good at it. She will be warm and inclusive and you will feel grateful for the attention."

He paused. He looked out the window for a moment, as if weighing whether to continue.

"Just keep your work clean and your primary loyalty clear. I am not saying she is a bad person. I am saying her ambitions sometimes require other people to carry costs they did not agree to carry." He looked back at Ethan. "I wish someone had told me something like this in my first week. I lost six months to the wrong alliance before I understood how this floor actually works."

He said it quietly, with the mild pain of a man who hated gossip but loved people too much to watch them make avoidable mistakes. It was delivered without drama, without malice, and with enough specific detail to feel like experience rather than opinion.

Ethan nodded. He said he appreciated it. He meant it.

He did not think to ask how Adrian had spent those six months learning the floor. He did not think to ask what had happened to whoever had been in the wrong alliance beside him. He was new, and the man across the table was kind, and the coffee was good, and the morning had gone better than he had any right to expect.

He filed the warning away about Victoria Hayes and ordered a second coffee.

~     ~     ~

VI.  THE AFTERNOON


The rest of the day moved the way first days always did. Passwords and login credentials. A forty-minute orientation document that answered questions he had not thought to ask and failed to answer the ones he had. A brief, dense meeting with his direct manager, a careful woman named Patricia who spoke in the measured cadences of someone who had learned to say precisely what was required and nothing more. An hour spent reading project files and pretending to understand more context than he did.

At three in the afternoon he got coffee from the kitchen and paused on his way back because something in the break room caught his eye.

A junior analyst sat alone at one of the small tables, staring at his phone with the particular expression of a person who has just received information that does not fit inside any category they prepared for. He was young, perhaps twenty-six, with the slightly crumpled look of someone who had started the day with more confidence than he currently possessed.

Ethan stopped in the doorway. "Everything alright?"

The analyst looked up. There was a small internal calculation, the visible flicker of deciding whether to give the honest answer or the acceptable one.

"My manager got an email," he said. "Someone told him I had been complaining about him behind his back. Saying he plays favourites, that his decisions are political." He paused. "I never said any of that. I genuinely do not know where it came from."

"Could someone have misunderstood something?" Ethan said, because that was the rational explanation and he was, at this stage, a rational person.

"There is nothing to misunderstand. I have not said a bad word about him. Not to anyone." He looked back at his phone. "It just appeared. Someone told someone who told my manager, and now there is this whole thing, and I cannot even find where it started."

Ethan said it would probably sort itself out, which is what people said when they had nothing useful to offer. The analyst nodded in the way people nodded when they knew an answer was hollow but accepted it anyway because it was better than silence.

Ethan went back to his desk. He thought about it for perhaps two minutes before the project files pulled his attention and he let it go. These things happened in offices. People misheard. Stories mutated in transit. It was the ordinary background static of a building full of human beings who talked constantly and listened imperfectly.

He opened the Orion Project folder and got to work.

~     ~     ~

VII.  THE LAST LIGHT IN THE BUILDING


At six forty-five, Ethan finally logged off. Most of the floor had emptied an hour earlier. He packed his bag slowly, the pleasant tiredness of a first day that had gone well settling into his shoulders. Through the glass partition he could see the city lights coming on across the skyline, the slow orange dimming of the sky above the buildings.

He pulled on his jacket and headed for the elevator, glancing across the floor as he went.

One desk was still occupied.

Adrian Vale sat at his workstation at the far end of the floor, jacket still on, posture still perfect, eyes fixed on his screen. He was not typing quickly or urgently. He was doing what he always appeared to be doing: working steadily and without apparent stress, the calm productivity of a man who was simply where he was supposed to be, doing what he was supposed to do.

He did not notice Ethan looking.

Or if he did, he gave no sign of it.

Ethan took the elevator down and walked out into the evening air. On the street he texted a friend: "First day was actually really good. Met someone who might be exactly the kind of mentor I needed."

He meant it fully, completely, without a trace of irony.

He did not know, walking home with his long-cold cup still in his bag, that the junior analyst in the break room would spend the next three weeks trying to repair a relationship with his manager that would never quite recover. He did not know that the email arriving in that manager's inbox had been composed with care and sent from an account that existed for no other purpose. He did not know any of the things that a person cannot know on a day when everything appears to be going well.
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