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	First Edition

	
“You’re not even close to qualified for the most basic internship.”

	“Our company does not hire garbage.”

	Because I accidentally uploaded the résumé I had used right after college, I—a marketing director nicknamed the Queen of Strategy—was mercilessly humiliated by someone I thought was the recruiter.

	So I made a decision.

	Fine.

	I would play dumb, apply as an intern, and show them exactly what the Queen of Strategy could do in an entry-level job.

	After I joined the company, however, I discovered one very important detail.

	The man who insulted me online…

	wasn’t HR at all.
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	My name is Mia Morgan.

	I’m twenty-eight, recently resigned, and currently looking for a better opportunity.

	My last job was Regional Marketing Director at a media company.

	I had a modest reputation in the industry, and my coworkers jokingly called me the Queen of Strategy.

	With that title and résumé, I assumed finding another well-paid senior position would be easy.

	A few minutes ago, that innocent belief was destroyed.

	After I submitted my résumé through a recruitment platform, the recruiter immediately asked:

	“Are you willing to work overtime?”

	That was a rude first question.

	Then I noticed the company name.

	BlueWave International.

	One of the country’s top public-relations and integrated-marketing firms.

	Fine.

	I could entertain this.

	“If a client has an urgent need, I can accept reasonable overtime.”

	“However, I don’t support inefficient overtime caused by poor coordination between departments or coworkers.”

	“May I ask how your company calculates overtime compensation?”

	The response came quickly.

	“If you failed to finish your homework at school and had to do it at home, would your teacher pay you overtime?”

	I stared at the screen.

	Excuse me?

	I didn’t care how prestigious BlueWave was.

	Who spoke to candidates like that?

	Before I could formulate a response, more workplace-manipulation slogans arrived.

	“Overtime depends on the project.”

	“If the project succeeds, there will be bonuses.”

	“The bonus is much larger than overtime pay.”

	“Don’t be so narrow-minded that you only see a few dollars of immediate compensation.”

	“Before entering the workforce, learn humility.”

	“Learn first instead of calculating every minute.”

	“Do not criticize an industry before understanding it.”

	“No industry gives money away easily.”

	“If you don’t earn money, earn knowledge.”

	“If you don’t earn knowledge, earn experience.”

	“If you don’t earn experience, earn perspective.”

	“If you gain any one of those, money will eventually follow.”

	“Change your attitude before you expect to change your life.”

	“People who obsess over small amounts of money will spend their entire lives worrying about small amounts of money.”

	“Companies do not support useless people.”

	“Stop staring at overtime pay.”

	“First learn to become valuable.”

	A mouthful of imaginary blood rose into my throat.

	Years of professional self-control prevented me from screaming.

	I typed calmly.

	“I personally believe my skills are already valuable enough to generate significant results for any company.”

	The reply:

	“Don’t assume you’re impressive.”

	“If you’re truly good, show results instead of bragging.”

	“That would mean more than repeating how capable you are ten thousand times.”

	“At least from your résumé, I see absolutely nothing remarkable.”

	“You’re not even close to qualified for the most basic internship.”

	I narrowed my eyes.

	“Well.”

	“Thank you for your guidance.”

	“My strengths are not yours to judge.”

	“I don’t believe we need to continue this conversation.”

	The response came immediately.

	“Fine.”

	“We don’t hire garbage either.”

	“Good luck finding suitable work.”

	Garbage?

	My résumé was garbage?

	Under the same resources and distribution channels, I had increased monthly product sales by 270 percent.

	Garbage?

	I had integrated four major partner resources and produced an eighteen-million-dollar campaign in one month.

	Garbage?

	I had won first place in a national management-trainee planning competition.

	Garbage?

	“Are you sure you even read my résumé?”

	“You said I’ve never entered the workforce, but I—”

	I furiously reopened the document I had sent.

	Then froze.

	The young woman in the photo had a ponytail.

	A round, baby-faced college-graduate expression.

	Oh no.

	I had uploaded the résumé from the year I graduated.
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	BlueWave International Group.

	Interview reception room.

	“Thank you for your answer, Ms. Morgan.”

	“From your perspective, how would you define marketing?”

	I smiled.

	“To me, the core of marketing is selling.”

	“That means solving three questions.”

	“One: why should the customer buy?”

	“Two: why should the customer buy from us?”

	“Three: why should the customer buy today?”

	“Those questions correspond to consumer-demand creation, competitive differentiation, and promotional-strategy decision-making.”

	“Beyond that is the brand layer—how value is communicated and accumulated over time.”

	I answered every HR question almost perfectly.

	For someone who supposedly had just graduated, I could see the recruiter becoming increasingly impressed.

	Yes.

	Since someone at BlueWave had claimed I wasn’t even qualified for an internship, I had brought my old college résumé and applied for an internship.

	Petty?

	Absolutely.

	The recruiter smiled.

	“Ms. Morgan, I don’t have any more questions.”

	“Is there anything you’d like to ask me?”

	I smiled internally.

	Excellent.

	Time to expose your gentle mask.

	“I’d like to ask how overtime works here.”

	She answered warmly.

	“If you work past six on a normal weekday and it exceeds four hours, you receive a half-day of compensatory leave.”

	“For weekends and public holidays, employees receive both compensatory leave and additional overtime compensation.”

	I stared.

	What?

	That was completely different from the online conversation.

	“Okay…”

	“Then I don’t have anything else.”

	I hesitated.

	“Actually, one question.”

	“Are you also the person managing messages on the recruitment platform?”

	“Yes.”

	“I handle them myself.”

	“Was there a problem?”

	“No.”

	“No problem.”

	This was strange.

	The recruiter continued.

	“Based on your written test and today’s interview, we believe your performance is substantially above the requirements for a marketing intern.”

	“So…”

	“Would you be interested in a position as Executive Assistant to the Greater China Marketing Director?”

	I scratched my head.

	That complicated things.

	I had only come here for revenge.

	If the rude recruiter wasn’t actually rude—

	Maybe I should just leave.

	Before I could answer, the HR woman suddenly stood.

	“Mr. Hayes.”

	A magnetic male voice sounded behind me.

	“Is this her?”

	I turned.

	And saw a nearly perfect face.

	The man wore a tailored charcoal-gray shirt.

	Every line of the garment looked expensive.

	Broad shoulders.

	Narrow waist.

	Sharp features.

	He looked less like a corporate executive and more like a luxury-fashion campaign that had stepped out of a magazine.

	The recruiter began.

	“Mr. Hayes, we were just recommending the director-assistant position to this candidate—”

	“Good.”

	He looked at me.

	“Come on.”

	“We’re going to Conference Room Three.”

	Come on?

	Where?

	That was not what HR had been saying.

	Mr. Hayes glanced at me impatiently.

	I looked toward the recruiter.

	She gave me an expression that clearly meant:

	I am so sorry for you.

	“Hurry.”
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	The digital display outside Conference Room Three read:

	Reserved by: North Region General Manager, Raymond Cole.

	Before I could ask what the meeting was about, thunder exploded from inside.

	“How can you not understand something this basic?”

	“How many meetings have we had?”

	“Why are you still asking me what I think?”

	“The company does not pay you to ask questions!”

	“Use your brains!”

	“Think!”

	Raymond Cole.

	The name suited him.

	He sounded exactly like lightning.

	Nathan Hayes pushed open the door.

	“Sorry, Ray.”

	“I’m late.”

	“Nathan.”

	Raymond’s voice instantly dropped several levels.

	“Find a seat.”

	Then his eyes landed on me.

	“Who’s this?”

	“My new assistant.”

	Nathan paused.

	Then turned toward me.

	“What’s your name again?”

	“M-Mia Morgan.”

	“Right.”

	He nodded.

	“She’ll take the meeting notes today.”

	Take your meeting notes?

	The meeting had already been going for at least thirty minutes.

	Could someone at least give me a notebook?

	Raymond nodded.

	“Fine.”

	“I’ll repeat the assignment.”

	“For this year’s holiday gift-box campaign, we cannot change the supplier or the product packaging.”

	“Within that limitation, we need maximum creativity.”

	“Go.”

	The planners began brainstorming.

	“We could insert donation cards into the gift box.”

	“We could partner with a children’s charity or senior community.”

	“Remove one pastry and tell consumers the missing piece represents a donation made in their name.”

	One planner muttered quietly,

	“Looks like we’re working late again.”

	“And there’s no overtime pay.”

	Nathan’s voice became cold.

	“Is overtime pay the only thing in your head?”

	“If you didn’t finish homework at school and completed it at home, did your teacher pay you overtime?”

	I nearly dropped my pen.

	That sentence.

	Why was it so familiar?

	The planner immediately apologized.

	“I’m sorry, Mr. Hayes. I didn’t mean—”

	Nathan continued.

	“People who obsess over small amounts of money will spend their entire lives worrying about small amounts of money.”

	“Companies don’t support useless people.”

	“Stop staring at overtime pay.”

	“First learn to become valuable.”

	“Get out.”

	I stared at him.

	There was no doubt anymore.

	The person who had insulted me on the recruitment platform had been him.

	Nathan turned to me.

	“You.”

	“Give us an idea.”

	I blinked.

	Wasn’t I supposed to be taking notes?

	“If we can’t alter the outside packaging…”

	I thought about a previous gift campaign.

	“Maybe we can create meaning through arrangement rather than redesign.”

	“The products inside use two wrapper colors, right?”

	“Red and blue.”

	“We could create different symbolic patterns through how the pieces are arranged in the tray.”

	Raymond looked interested.

	“For example?”

	“Use blue as the base.”

	“Then arrange red pieces in a straight line to represent unity or commitment.”

	“Or create letters like V or Z.”

	“There are a lot of possible configurations.”

	“Boring.”

	Nathan interrupted without mercy.

	“What is this?”

	“An elementary-school greeting card?”

	I wanted to throw my pen at him.

	Raymond cleared his throat.

	“I’ll share an alternative.”

	“Everyone treats this product as a gift.”

	“What if we abandon that assumption?”

	“Focus on taste.”

	“Health.”

	“Create something marketed as ‘the holiday treat you keep for yourself.’”

	He turned toward Nathan, visibly pleased with his own idea.

	Nathan started speaking.

	“There is another approach—”

	Then his eyes moved to his phone.

	He stood.

	“Ray, keep going.”

	“I have to meet a client.”

	I looked at my half-finished notes.

	“Boss…”

	“What about me?”

	Nathan was already walking.

	“You’re driving.”
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	“You have a driver’s license, right?”

	For some reason, Nathan’s voice sounded strange.

	“Of course.”

	“When was the last time you drove?”

	I thought.

	“My road test?”

	“Pull over.”

	I turned.

	Only then did I notice Nathan’s face.

	Red.

	He was carsick.

	For the next three minutes, he explained the client meeting while recovering.

	BlueWave was working with WonderWorld Entertainment, one of the country’s largest theme-park operators.

	BlueWave was responsible for customized vendor-cart themes and creative content across fifty-four parks.

	They were also acting as procurement intermediary for the physical carts.

	I slapped my thigh.

	WonderWorld.

	My previous company had worked on their campaign.

	Nathan handed me the keys.

	“Park the car.”

	“Yes, boss.”

	“Should I wait downstairs afterward or—”

	“Private room V117.”

	“Okay.”

	I parked and entered the room.

	Nathan clapped once.

	Servers brought dish after dish.

	Sweet shrimp.

	King crab.

	Braised fish.

	Seared pufferfish.

	“Boss…”

	“Shouldn’t we wait for the client?”

	“Kobe steak.”

	Nathan pointed toward me.

	A plate landed in front of me.

	Fine.

	Free expensive steak.

	I took the knife and carefully cut it into pieces.

	As I lifted the first bite, Nathan’s voice arrived.

	“Did I say you could eat it?”

	I froze.

	“What?”

	His arm reached across.

	He took my plate.

	Then began eating the steak I had just cut.

	I stared at him.

	So I had been invited to cut his steak.

	Excellent.

	A bright female voice entered.

	“Mr. Hayes.”

	Two women and one man walked into the room.

	The client team.

	Nathan did not look up.

	“Jessica.”

	“Sit.”

	“Order whatever you want.”

	I almost laughed.

	This was the most arrogant account-service behavior I had ever seen.

	The woman smiled.

	“Don’t call me Ms. Dawson.”

	“Jessica is fine.”

	“I’ll get straight to the point.”

	“We’ve reviewed your vendor-cart proposal many times.”

	“It’s basically fine.”

	“The main problem is price.”

	Nathan looked up.

	“Go ahead.”

	“Since BlueWave is centralizing procurement, your actual unit cost should be relatively low.”

	“We want the quoted price reduced to around two hundred thousand.”

	“Impossible.”

	Nathan shook his head.

	“Normal market price is already between two hundred fifty and three hundred thousand.”

	“Even centralized procurement will not cut thirty percent.”

	“And BlueWave is adding design, theming, and site modification.”

	“Our quote of three hundred fifty thousand per unit is reasonable.”

	Jessica smiled.

	“We already tested carts in five parks.”

	“Traffic growth wasn’t that significant.”

	“The cart is not merely a traffic-driving prop.”

	Nathan’s tone remained calm.

	“It is another permanent element of the park.”

	“If you judge it only by short-term traffic, you’re evaluating the wrong thing.”

	“And these carts are purchased, not rented.”

	“Return should be measured annually.”

	“You cannot expect four months of pilot profit to recover the full purchase cost.”

	Jessica leaned back.

	“You’re thinking long-term.”

	“That’s fair.”

	“But we still need to make money.”

	“The contract is supposed to close next week.”

	“We can’t wait a year for proof.”

	“At the end of the day, they
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