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			Chapter One

			Commencement

		

		
			The word “commencement” means beginning. Adam Cole didn’t think about that until years later, when he was old enough to understand that endings and beginnings are often the same door.

			On the day he graduated from college, he sat on a folding chair in the middle of ten thousand other folding chairs, wearing a robe he would never wear again, and listened to a speech about changing the world. The speaker was a CEO—someone famous, someone whose company made something Adam couldn’t remember now. The man said things like “dream big,” “make your mark,” and “the future is yours to write.”

			Adam believed him.

			He was twenty-two years old. He had a business degree, a near-perfect GPA, and a sense that life was a ladder and he was ready to climb it. He didn’t know yet that some ladders lean against the wrong wall. He didn’t know that you can reach the top and find nothing there.

			But that’s getting ahead of the story.

			That evening, after the ceremony, after the photographs with his parents, after the goodbye hugs with roommates who promised to stay in touch but wouldn’t, Adam sat alone in his apartment. His suitcases were packed. His lease ended in three days. Everything he owned fit in the back of a used Honda Civic.

			On the kitchen counter, two envelopes.

			They had arrived on the same day, which seemed like a coincidence at the time. Two job offers, from two companies he’d interviewed with months ago. He’d almost forgotten about one of them.

			The first envelope was heavy cream cardstock, embossed with a logo of a flame. Fyre Inc. He ran his thumb across the raised lettering. Even the paper felt expensive.

			He opened it and read the terms, and his hands trembled slightly.

			The salary was more than his father made in a year. The signing bonus alone could pay off his student loans. There was a company car—a BMW, the letter specified—and an apartment allowance in the city, and stock options that vested over five years, and a fast track to management for “high-potential candidates.” The letter was signed personally by the CEO, a man named Lucian Fyre.

			We see something special in you, Adam, the letter said. You belong with us.

			Adam read those words three times. You belong with us. He had spent his whole life trying to belong somewhere. Trying to prove he was good enough. And here was proof, printed on paper so fine it almost glowed.

			The second envelope was plain white and unremarkable. Light Co. He almost didn’t open it.

			The interview had been months ago, and it had been … different. No glass towers, no talk of market share or competitive advantage. Just a long conversation with a man named Joshua, who worked there and had asked Adam questions no interviewer had ever asked. What kind of person do you want to become? What do you think you were made for?

			Adam hadn’t known how to answer. He’d talked about career goals instead.

			He opened the envelope anyway.

			The salary was fair—comfortable, even—but not dazzling. The benefits were good. There was no signing bonus, no company car. The letter was brief, almost sparse.

			We would be glad to have you, Adam, it said. There is meaningful work here and a place at the table. But only you can decide if this is the path you want.

			It was signed by someone called “The Father.” Adam thought that was strange—maybe the founder, maybe a nickname. Underneath, in smaller script, was a note in different handwriting: The offer will remain open. —Joshua

			He set both letters on the counter and stared at them.

			His phone buzzed. A text from Jake, his roommate, who had already left for his own job in another city: Dude. Fyre Inc??? That’s INSANE. You’d be crazy not to take it. Think of the parties. Think of the CAR.

			His phone buzzed again. His mother this time: Thinking of you tonight, sweetheart. Such a big decision! No matter what you choose, Dad and I are proud of you. By the way—Mrs. Patterson’s son works at that Light company. She says he just loves it there. Says they treat people like family. Just thought you should know. Call me when you decide. Love you.

			Adam turned off his phone.

			The apartment was quiet. The streetlamp outside cast an orange glow through the window. He held the two letters, one in each hand, as if weighing them on a scale.

			One felt like destiny. The other felt like … he wasn’t sure. Something quieter. Something he couldn’t name.

			He thought about his father, who had worked the same job for thirty years and never complained. He thought about the CEO at graduation, talking about making a mark. He thought about the flame on the Fyre Inc. letterhead and how it seemed to flicker in the low light.

			He didn’t know it then, but this was the most important decision of his life. Not because of the money. Not because of the career. Because of who he would become.

			Every road leads somewhere. The question is whether you’ll recognize the destination before it’s too late to turn back.

			

			Adam stayed up until midnight, reading and rereading both letters. The Fyre Inc. offer never stopped glittering. The Light Co. offer never got louder. It just sat there, patient, like it had all the time in the world.

			Finally, he turned off the lamp. He lay on his bare mattress—sheets already packed—and stared at the ceiling.

			Tomorrow, he would decide.

			Tomorrow, everything would begin.

		

	
		
		
		

		
			Chapter Two

			The Tower

		

		
			The building was made of glass and ambition.

			Adam stood on the sidewalk and looked up, shielding his eyes against the morning sun. Fyre Inc. headquarters rose forty stories into the sky, a spire of black glass that caught the light and threw it back like a challenge. All around him, men and women in expensive suits hurried past, coffee cups in hand, phones pressed to ears. They moved like people who mattered.

			He wanted to be one of them.

			The lobby was white marble and chrome, with ceilings so high they seemed to vanish. A waterfall cascaded down one wall—actual water, flowing over polished stone into a pool filled with black river rocks. The Fyre Inc. logo glowed behind the reception desk: a stylized flame, elegant and hypnotic.

			Adam gave his name to the receptionist, a woman with perfect posture and a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She made a call, nodded, and gestured toward a bank of elevators.

			“Someone will meet you on forty,” she said.

			The elevator rose so smoothly he barely felt it move. The doors opened onto a reception area with floor-to-ceiling windows and a view of the entire city. Adam could see the river, the bridges, the sprawl of buildings stretching to the horizon. From up here, everything looked small. Manageable. Conquerable.

			“Adam Cole.”

			He turned. A man was walking toward him—not an assistant, not a junior executive. Adam recognized him from the company website, from magazine covers, from the signature on his offer letter.

			Lucian Fyre.

			He was taller than Adam expected, with silver hair swept back from a face that seemed ageless—not young, not old, just perfectly preserved. His suit was charcoal gray and impeccably tailored. His handshake was firm and warm.

			“I wanted to welcome you personally,” Lucian said. His voice was smooth, the kind of voice that made you lean in to listen. “We don’t get many candidates like you, Adam. When I saw your file, I told my team—this one’s special. This one’s going places.”

			Adam felt heat rise to his face. “Thank you, sir. I—I’m honored.”

			“Lucian. Please.” He smiled, and the smile was dazzling. “We’re going to be colleagues. Let me show you around.”

			The tour lasted an hour. Lucian showed him everything: the trading floor, humming with energy and flashing screens; the executive dining room, where chefs prepared meals to order; the fitness center with its Olympic pool; the rooftop terrace where, Lucian mentioned casually, they sometimes landed helicopters.

			“We take care of our people,” Lucian said. “When you give everything to this company, the company gives everything back.”

			Adam nodded, trying to absorb it all. Everywhere he looked, there was more. More luxury, more technology, more proof that this was the center of something important.

			They passed a cluster of employees in a glass-walled conference room, huddled over laptops. One of them—a young woman about Adam’s age—looked up as they walked by. Her eyes met his for just a moment. She looked tired. Not just tired—hollowed out, like someone running on fumes. Then she looked back at her screen, and Adam looked away.

			He told himself she was probably just having a long week.

			“The thing about Fyre Inc.,” Lucian was saying, “is that we’re not just a company. We’re a family. An elite family, yes—we don’t accept just anyone—but once you’re in, you’re in. We protect our own.”

			They ended up in Lucian’s office, a corner suite with windows on two sides. The desk was black lacquer. The chairs were leather. On the wall hung a single piece of art: a painting of a man holding a torch, leading others out of darkness.

			Lucian gestured for Adam to sit.

			“I’ll be direct with you, Adam. I see myself in you. Twenty-five years ago, I was sitting where you’re sitting—hungry, talented, ready to prove myself. Someone gave me a chance. Now I want to give you the same.”

			He leaned forward, and his eyes—gray, like the sky before a storm—locked onto Adam’s.

			“You could go somewhere else. Take a safer path. Settle for ordinary. But I don’t think that’s who you are.” He paused. “Is it?”

			Adam’s heart was pounding. No one had ever spoken to him like this. No one had ever looked at him and seen… potential. Greatness. A future worth believing in.

			“No, sir,” he said. “It’s not.”

			Lucian smiled. It was the smile of a man who had just won something.

			“Good,” he said. “Then let’s talk about your future.”

			Adam left the building two hours later with a folder full of paperwork and a head full of dreams. The signing bonus had been increased. The apartment would be furnished. There was talk of a leadership development program, of mentorship, of a corner office within five years.

			

			He stood on the sidewalk and looked up at the tower one more time. The sun had shifted, and the glass was darker now, more mirror than window. He could see his own reflection in it—small, distorted, swallowed by the building’s shadow.

			He didn’t notice.

			He was too busy imagining the view from the top.

			There was still the other offer to consider—Light Co., with its quiet letter and its strange questions. He had scheduled a visit there for tomorrow. It seemed only fair to compare.

			But standing in the shadow of Fyre Inc., with Lucian’s words still ringing in his ears, Adam already knew. He had already decided. He just hadn’t admitted it yet.

			Some choices are made long before we sign anything. They’re made in the moment we let ourselves want something more than we want the truth.

			Adam wanted to matter. He wanted to be seen.

			Lucian Fyre had seen him.

			And that was enough.

		

	
		
		
		

		
			Chapter Three

			The Garden

		

		
			Light Co. was not what Adam expected.

			The drive took him out of the city, past the financial district, past the suburbs, and into a stretch of countryside he didn’t know existed so close to everything. The road wound through trees that were just beginning to bud with spring green. After twenty minutes, he almost turned back, sure he had the wrong address.

			Then he saw it.

			The building was old—a converted factory of red brick and tall windows, surrounded by lawns and walking paths and gardens that looked like someone actually tended them. No glass spire. No marble lobby. Just a simple sign by the entrance: Light Co. Welcome.

			Adam parked his Honda next to a row of ordinary cars—Toyotas, Fords, a few bicycles chained to a rack—and walked toward the entrance. The air smelled like cut grass and something blooming. Birds were singing. It was so quiet he could hear his own footsteps on the gravel path.

			He felt, unexpectedly, like he could breathe.

			The front door was propped open. Inside, the lobby was warm wood and natural light, with plants on the windowsills and a worn leather couch that looked like people actually sat on it. A woman at the front desk smiled when she saw him—a real smile, the kind that crinkled her eyes.

			“You must be Adam,” she said. “Joshua’s expecting you. He’ll be right down.”

			Adam nodded, unsure what to do with himself. There was no waterfall, no chrome, no logo glowing on the wall. Just a small framed quote near the door, handwritten in simple script: We are his workmanship.

			He didn’t recognize the words, but something about them stayed with him.

			Joshua appeared a few minutes later, coming down a staircase with the easy stride of someone who wasn’t in a hurry. He was younger than Adam remembered—early thirties, maybe—with dark hair and a face that was hard to place. Not handsome in the way Lucian Fyre was handsome. Just… open. Like he had nothing to hide.

			“Adam.” Joshua extended his hand. His grip was firm but unhurried. “I’m glad you came.”

			“Thanks for having me,” Adam said. He glanced around. “This place is … different.”

			Joshua smiled. “Different than what?”

			Adam hesitated. He didn’t want to mention Fyre Inc., but Joshua seemed to understand anyway.

			“Come on,” Joshua said. “Let me show you around.”

			They walked through the building together. Joshua pointed out the workspaces—open rooms with good light, where people sat at desks or gathered in clusters, talking. Some waved as they passed. One man was laughing at something on his screen. A woman was eating lunch at her desk, reading a paperback novel.

			No one looked exhausted. No one looked hollowed out.

			“What exactly does Light Co. do?” Adam asked.

			Joshua thought about it. “We help people,” he said. “Different ways, depending on the need. Consulting. Development. Sometimes we just … fix things that are broken.” He glanced at Adam. “The work matters. That’s the point.”

			It was a vague answer. At Fyre Inc., Lucian had talked about market share and growth projections and industry disruption. This felt … smaller. Quieter.

			Adam wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

			They ended up outside, on a bench near a small pond. Ducks floated on the water. The afternoon sun was warm on Adam’s face.

			“Can I ask you something?” Joshua said.

			“Sure.”

			“What do you want your life to be about?”

			Adam blinked. It wasn’t the kind of question he was used to. Interviewers asked about his five-year plan. His strengths and weaknesses. His salary expectations. No one asked what his life should be about.

			“I want to be successful,” he said.

			Joshua nodded slowly. “What does that mean to you?”

			Adam opened his mouth, then closed it. He thought of the glass tower, the corner office, the BMW, the view from the fortieth floor. He thought of Lucian saying, You belong with us.

			“I guess … I want to matter,” he said finally. “I want to do something that counts. Be someone people respect.”

			Joshua was quiet for a moment. A duck dove under the water and came up with something in its beak.

			“There are different kinds of mattering,” Joshua said. “There’s the kind where people know your name. And there’s the kind where you become the person you were meant to be.” He looked at Adam. “They’re not always the same thing.”
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