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Chapter 1: The New Arrival
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The glass doors of Strathmore & Co. gleamed in the pale light of morning, reflecting the steady hum of the city outside. Cars streamed past in impatient lines, horns echoing down the avenue, but inside the lobby the air felt still, poised, as if waiting for the first step of someone about to change the current that ran through the company.

Clara Benson tightened her grip on her bag, breathing in the faint scent of polished marble and lilies arranged neatly in vases by the reception desk. Her heels clicked as she walked, each sound magnified in her ears. First day, she thought, a phrase she had repeated so many times in the mirror that morning it had almost lost its meaning. New job, new city, new everything.

The receptionist, a slim woman with sleek dark hair, offered her a polite smile. “Welcome to Strathmore & Co. You must be Clara.”

“Yes,” Clara said, returning the smile with practiced brightness. “First day.”

The woman nodded knowingly, as if she had seen countless hopeful newcomers walk through those doors, all holding their nerves behind their neat clothes. She pointed toward the elevator bank. “Floor twelve. Mr. Andrews will meet you there.”

Clara murmured her thanks and stepped into the elevator. As the doors slid shut, she caught her reflection in the polished steel panel: a navy blouse tucked neatly into a pencil skirt, her hair tied back but with one stubborn curl brushing her cheek. She adjusted her posture, lifting her chin, imagining confidence even as her heart fluttered like pages in a storm.

The elevator rose with steady precision, each ding marking another floor closer. By the time it reached twelve, her palms had grown warm around the strap of her bag. The doors parted to reveal a hallway lined with frosted glass offices, soft lighting spilling across polished wood floors.

She stepped out and was met by a tall man in a grey suit. His hair was sandy blond, his expression efficient yet kind. “Clara Benson?”

“Yes,” she said, offering her hand.

“Michael Andrews, HR manager. Welcome.”

He shook her hand firmly and led her down the hall. As they walked, Clara took in the quiet bustle of the floor. Some desks were already occupied, heads bent over screens, fingers typing quickly. Others were empty but tidy, waiting for their owners to arrive. The space felt calm, purposeful, the kind of environment where silence had weight and glances could mean more than words.

“Your desk will be here,” Michael said, stopping beside a corner cubicle with a wide monitor and a neat stack of supplies. “You’ll be supporting the communications team. It’s a fast-paced environment, but I think you’ll adapt quickly.”

Clara smiled, grateful for the reassurance. “Thank you.”

Michael leaned slightly closer, lowering his voice as if sharing a secret. “And one more thing—don’t be nervous if you meet Mr. Strathmore. He can be... reserved. But he notices more than you think.”

The name struck something inside her. Of course she knew who he was—everyone did. Adrian Strathmore, founder and CEO. Stories followed him like shadows: brilliant, exacting, a man who could turn a deal with a glance and a phrase. Yet photographs of him in business magazines had always carried something else—an air of mystery, a smile that never fully revealed itself, as if he held something back that others would never touch.

Clara only nodded, not trusting herself to say more.

Michael left her to settle in. She placed her bag under the desk and turned on the monitor, the blue glow of the screen lighting her face. She opened a blank notepad, scribbling down tasks, eager to anchor herself in lists and order.

The morning passed in quiet adjustments. She logged into systems, studied workflow charts, and answered her first polite email from a team lead. Each click of the keyboard calmed her nerves a little more, as though she was proving, piece by piece, that she belonged here.

It was just after eleven when the shift happened.

The sound of footsteps came down the hall—not hurried, not dragging, but steady, deliberate. She glanced up instinctively, her pulse catching as a tall figure appeared in the reflection of the glass office walls.

Adrian Strathmore.

He was taller than she expected, his presence filling the corridor before he even entered. His suit was perfectly cut, charcoal with subtle pinstripes, the kind that spoke of quiet wealth rather than show. His dark hair was brushed neatly back, a few strands falling just enough to make him look less untouchable, though his posture remained composed, assured.

Conversation dipped slightly as he passed, like waves settling when a ship cuts through water. Employees glanced up, some offering greetings, others avoiding his gaze, but all aware of him. He walked with purpose, and yet there was something in the way his eyes moved—observant, quick, assessing—that suggested nothing escaped his notice.

Clara tried not to look, lowering her gaze to the screen. But curiosity tugged at her, relentless. Against her better judgment, her eyes lifted just as he passed her desk.

For the briefest second, their eyes met.

Her breath caught.

His gaze was sharp but not unkind, steady yet unreadable, and then—only then—she saw it. The smallest curl at the corner of his mouth, not a full smile, but a flicker of one, a suggestion of something private.

Then he was gone, continuing down the hall and into his office. The door closed quietly behind him.

Clara blinked, her fingers frozen above the keyboard. She told herself it meant nothing—that he probably offered that look to everyone, a neutral courtesy. And yet, something about it lingered, echoing inside her like the faintest note of music long after the sound had ended.

The rest of the day unfolded in rhythms of meetings and notes, small introductions and instructions that filled the hours. She met a few colleagues, friendly enough, though already bound into their own patterns. She learned where the copy room was, the taste of the coffee in the break area (too bitter), and the way the office seemed to hum softly in the afternoons, as if the building itself breathed with the weight of work.

But beneath it all, the image of that almost-smile returned to her, unbidden, when her mind wandered.

By late afternoon, she felt the heaviness of the day press against her shoulders. She gathered her notes into neat stacks, already rehearsing tomorrow in her head. As she prepared to leave, she noticed movement down the hall again.

The door to Adrian Strathmore’s office opened. He stepped out, jacket draped over one arm, phone in his hand. His gaze swept the floor quickly, as if measuring the pace of his kingdom.

Clara lowered her eyes, but she sensed when he paused—not far, not long, just enough to make the air still. She willed herself not to look up. Yet her heart betrayed her, thudding as though she already knew he was near.

Then, softly, his voice reached her desk. “Good first day?”

The words startled her. She lifted her head. He stood a few steps away, his expression composed but with that same subtle hint of something behind it, something only half revealed.

“Yes,” she said quickly, her voice steadier than she felt. “Thank you.”

A brief silence stretched, not uncomfortable, but filled with weight. He studied her for a moment, and she had the sense he was not just asking out of politeness, but truly measuring, weighing her presence, her answer.

Then came that flicker again—the almost-smile, quick as a shadow, gone before it could be caught.

“Good,” he said simply, and turned away, walking toward the elevators.

Clara remained still, her pulse racing in her throat. She stared at the spot where he had stood, as if trying to convince herself it had truly happened.

When she finally gathered her things and left the office, the city air felt sharper, the streets louder, but inside her mind there was only one image: that secret smile, a thing so small yet already so powerful, as if it had been meant only for her.

And though she told herself it was nothing, she knew she would remember it, again and again, long after the day was over.
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Chapter 2: A Glimpse of the Smile


[image: ]


The following morning arrived with a cool drizzle tapping against Clara’s apartment windows. She had woken before her alarm, her mind restless with fragments of the day before. Every detail replayed itself in her thoughts—the polished marble of the lobby, the hushed energy of the twelfth floor, and above all, the moment in the hallway when Adrian Strathmore’s eyes had met hers.

She shook her head at her reflection in the mirror, almost scolding herself. “It was nothing,” she muttered, adjusting her blouse collar. “Just a smile.”

Yet even as she said it, she felt the warmth of that look all over again. It hadn’t been a full smile, not the kind you shared in passing. It was smaller, hidden, the kind that invited you to wonder. And she had wondered, far too much.

The rain followed her to the subway, softening the rush of the city. By the time she reached Strathmore & Co., the drizzle had stopped, leaving the pavement slick and shining. Inside, the lobby smelled faintly of wet coats and fresh coffee. Clara walked to the elevators, this time with her shoulders straighter, as if willing herself into the role she was meant to play here.

On the twelfth floor, the quiet hum of activity had already begun. She settled at her desk, greeted politely by two coworkers as they passed. She opened her inbox and began responding to messages, determined to keep her focus anchored on the tasks ahead.

But discipline only
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