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​The Fall and the Flame
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The Moretti building cuts into the sky like a blade—all steel and reflective glass, sixty floors of calculated intimidation. I stand on the sidewalk, sweat gathering beneath my blouse despite the October chill. My resume weighs heavy in my leather portfolio, each carefully crafted line a beautiful lie hiding the truth:

I'm damaged goods. Blacklisted. The woman who took the fall when Baldwin Financial imploded.

But Aidan Moretti doesn't need to know that. Not yet.

I pull my shoulders back. Fix my face. Enter.



The lobby is a study in monochrome precision—black marble, white walls, security guards with expressions as blank as the surfaces around them. My heels click against the floor, each step echoing with a confidence I don't feel.

"Charlotte Knox for Mr. Moretti. Nine o'clock."

The receptionist doesn't smile. Just scans me like she’s assessing a threat level.

"Forty-eighth floor. They're expecting you."

They. As if Aidan Moretti exists in multiples.



The elevator glides upward, my reflection fractured in its polished walls. I watch myself smooth nonexistent wrinkles from my skirt. Touch the tight bun at my nape. Check for weakness in my eyes.

I find it. Bury it again.

The doors open to reveal another reception area—this one hushed, like a cathedral where worship happens in silence. The woman behind the desk wears a gray dress exactly three inches below her knees. Her posture is perfect. Her lipstick precise.

"Ms. Knox."

Not a question.

"Please follow me."



I trail her down a corridor of glass-walled offices where people bend over keyboards like penitents. No one looks up. No one speaks above a murmur. Every desk is arranged with mathematical precision—monitors at identical angles, pens aligned, not a paper clip out of place.

The woman stops at a closed door of frosted glass. Knocks once. Enters without waiting.

"Ms. Knox has arrived, Mr. Moretti."

She steps aside, revealing the man I've researched for weeks but never seen in person.



He doesn't stand.

Aidan Moretti sits behind a desk of brushed steel, jacket off, shirtsleeves rolled to expose forearms corded with muscle. His hair is dark and perfectly styled, his jawline sharp enough to cut. But it’s his eyes that stop my breath—steel gray, utterly cold, assessing me with the detached interest of someone inspecting merchandise.

"Ms. Knox." His voice is quiet. Precise. "Sit."

Not please sit. Just the command.

I comply.



His desk holds nothing but a closed laptop and a single folder—mine, presumably. No family photos. No personal touches. Just controlled emptiness.

"Your resume is impressive." He doesn't look at it while speaking. "Johns Hopkins. MBA from Columbia. Five years at Baldwin Financial."

He says the last part with emphasis that makes my skin tighten.

"Yes."

"And yet." He opens the folder. "You're applying for a position you're technically underqualified for."

I don't flinch. "I'm exactly qualified for the position you actually need filled, Mr. Moretti."

A flicker of something crosses his face. Interest, maybe. He leans back, one finger tapping the desk.

"Explain."

"You need someone who can restructure your Asia-Pacific division without alienating your existing client base. Someone who understands both market analytics and human motivation." I lean forward slightly. "My title at Baldwin was junior, but my responsibilities weren't. I managed their transition into the Singapore market."

"Before it collapsed."

"Before they collapsed it."

The words hang between us. I've said too much. Shown too much.

But Moretti's expression shifts—a subtle tightening around his eyes.

"Who collapsed it, Ms. Knox?"

"People who valued short-term profit over sustainable growth." I keep my voice neutral. "I disagreed with certain decisions. Was overruled."

"And took the fall when those decisions proved catastrophic."

My heart stutters. "You've done your research."

"I know you were scapegoated." His voice remains flat. "I know you signed an NDA that prevents you from defending yourself. I know you've been unhirable for three months."

Heat flushes my cheeks. Shame. Anger. Something else I can't name.

"Then why am I here?"

He studies me for a long moment. "Tell me about your gymnastics career."

The question blindsides me. My gymnastics background is a single line on my resume, a footnote from another life.

"I competed from ages eight to nineteen. Regional champion three years running." I pause. "A back injury ended it."

"Did you enjoy it? The discipline?"

"I—" What is this interview? "Yes. I did."

"The structure. The control." He leans forward. "The sacrifice."

Something shifts in the air between us. A current I don’t understand.

"Yes." My voice sounds different to my ears. Softer.

"Look at me, Ms. Knox."

I hadn't realized I'd looked away. I meet his gaze.

"How badly do you want this position?"

"I need this job." The honesty surprises even me.

"That's not what I asked."

His intensity is unsettling. Magnetic.

"I want it badly enough to be sitting here, letting you dissect me instead of asking about quarterly projections or management philosophy."

His mouth curls slightly at one corner. Not quite a smile.

"The position is yours."

Just like that.

"I—thank you."

"You'll start tomorrow. Eight sharp." He stands, signaling the end of our meeting. "My assistant will handle the paperwork."

I rise, legs unsteady. As I turn to leave, he speaks again.

"Ms. Knox."

I look back.

"I don't hire people for who they are. I hire them for who they could become."

The words follow me out the door, trailing like fingers down my spine.



My first week at Moretti Enterprises is a study in controlled chaos. The work itself is demanding but straightforward—analyzing financial data, preparing reports, attending strategy meetings. It’s the culture that’s disorienting.

Every employee moves with the same careful precision. Speaks with the same measured tone. No one laughs loudly. No one argues openly. When Aidan Moretti walks through the office, conversations stop. Eyes lower. Bodies still.
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