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The passion in writing is indescribable, being evident and undeniable.
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by Kevin León Atiles

Chapter One: Ink on Skin

The first time Chloeen Hubart stepped into the office of Aster House Publishing, the air tasted like paper and risk. Her weathered manuscript, a marked-up stack, trembled slightly in her arms. Not because of nerves, but because her whole life had been poured into those pages. She wasn’t just submitting a book. She was submitting herself.

The lobby was minimalist and cold, but elegant—exactly what she expected from the most sought-after independent publisher in the city. The kind that didn’t take unsolicited submissions. The kind whose founder was more myth than man.

She had a meeting with Manuel José.

The receptionist motioned her toward the frosted-glass door at the end of the hall.

“Third floor, end of the corridor,” she said. “He’s expecting you.”

Chloeen took the stairs. Elevators always made her feel like she was being swallowed by silence. And she needed her thoughts to remain sharp, because she was about to meet the man whose judgment could decide the future of her words.

When she entered his office, she didn’t expect the room to feel warm. But it did.

Manuel José sat behind an antique desk, sunlight pouring over his dark shirt sleeves, rolled up to the elbows. His presence wasn’t loud, but it was gravitational. His eyes lifted the moment she stepped in, and they held.
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