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Chapter 1: A New Beginning
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Emma adjusted her blazer as she stood outside the glass doors of Kinley & Co., her new workplace. The modern building loomed above her like a steel and glass giant, polished to perfection, every surface gleaming under the morning sun. She could feel her pulse in her ears, the nervousness that had kept her awake most of the night still clinging to her.

This was it. A fresh start.

She pulled the door open, the crisp scent of coffee and faint hum of chatter washing over her. The reception area was sleek and minimalist, all marble floors and clean lines. Behind the counter, a cheerful woman with auburn hair looked up and smiled.

“Good morning! You must be Emma Cartwright,” she said, her tone bright.

“Yes, that’s me,” Emma replied, her voice steadier than she felt.

“Welcome to Kinley & Co. I’m Renee. Let me call up Mr. Hale’s assistant to take you to his office.”

Emma’s stomach flipped at the mention of his name. Alexander Hale. The manager everyone talked about. In every article she’d read about Kinley & Co., his name came up: innovative, driven, brilliant. And intimidating. She couldn’t decide if the nerves prickling her spine were excitement or dread.

“Thank you,” she said softly, clutching her bag a little tighter.

A tall man in a slim grey suit appeared moments later, his phone in one hand. “Emma Cartwright? I’m Daniel, Mr. Hale’s assistant. He’ll see you now.”

They rode the elevator in silence. Emma caught her reflection in the polished doors—her neat ponytail, soft blouse, the hint of pink lipstick. Professional but approachable. That’s what she was going for.

The elevator dinged, and Daniel led her down a wide corridor. The offices here felt even more refined, the air heavier somehow, as though important decisions were being made behind every door. Finally, they stopped in front of one with frosted glass panels.

Daniel knocked lightly, then pushed the door open.

“Miss Cartwright is here.”

The man behind the desk didn’t look up right away. He was signing something, his pen gliding effortlessly over the page. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing strong forearms, and his dark hair was slightly tousled, like he’d been running his hand through it all morning.

When he finally raised his head, Emma’s breath caught.

Alexander Hale’s eyes were sharp, assessing. The kind of gaze that could pin someone in place without a word. His tailored suit fit perfectly, and there was an aura about him—one that said he was used to control, to being the smartest person in any room.

“Miss Cartwright,” he said, his voice deep and even. “Welcome. Please, have a seat.”

Emma walked to the chair opposite him, her heels clicking softly against the hardwood floor. She set her bag down carefully and folded her hands in her lap.

“Thank you for this opportunity, Mr. Hale,” she began, hoping her voice didn’t betray her nerves.

“I’ve read your portfolio,” he said, cutting straight to the point. “Your work is impressive for someone so early in their career.”

Emma blinked. Was that... a compliment?

“Thank you,” she said again, this time with a small smile.

He leaned back in his chair, studying her like she was a puzzle he intended to solve. “You’ll be working directly under me on the Chariot project. It’s high stakes, tight deadlines. I expect long hours and absolute focus. Can you handle that?”

“Yes,” Emma replied without hesitation.

His mouth curved slightly—not quite a smile, more like a flicker of interest. “Good. Daniel will show you to your desk. Settle in. We have a team meeting at ten sharp.”

As Emma left the office, she could still feel his eyes on her, that weighty, unreadable stare.

Daniel led her to her new workspace, a sleek cubicle not far from the manager’s office.

“This is you,” he said. “The team here is fast-paced, but you’ll catch up quick. Don’t let Mr. Hale intimidate you too much—he’s like that with everyone.”
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