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Chapter 1: The New Hire
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The first thing Claire noticed was how young he looked.

He stepped into her office with the quiet confidence of someone unaware of the weight of the world yet, his ID badge still stiff against his shirt, clipped like a name tag at a high school event. She had been told to expect him that morning—part of the firm’s initiative to “refresh the team” with new graduates. Her team. Claire Spencer, Head of Strategic Development for twelve years, wasn't exactly thrilled.

But she was professional. Always professional.

“Miss Spencer?” His voice carried no hesitation. “I’m Jonah Reyes. First day.”

She looked up from her monitor, pen still poised above the budget printout she’d been scanning. His hand was already extended. She shook it, firm, quick.

“Claire will do. Sit.”

He smiled and did. There was no arrogance in his posture, only attentiveness, like he’d practiced this conversation in the mirror and wanted to get it right. His resume had been exceptional—top of his class, multiple internships, glowing references—but that only went so far. This was a pressure-cooker floor. One mistake and you never fully bounced back.

“You’ll be shadowing me for the first week,” she said, sliding a folder across the desk. “Project Arcadia. We’re mid-cycle, but your onboarding materials should get you up to speed.”

“Understood.” He didn’t open the folder. His eyes stayed on her, focused, alert. It made her blink once, slow.

“Do you have any questions?” she asked, leaning back slightly in her chair.

“No, Claire. Not yet. I’ve read about Arcadia. I’m ready to learn.”

That answer shouldn’t have surprised her, but it did.

By noon, he’d already absorbed more than her last two hires had in their first week. Claire watched him out of the corner of her eye as they sat in the Monday briefing, his fingers flying quietly over his keyboard, taking meticulous notes. When the Director of Operations grilled them on metrics, Jonah had already charted the missing numbers.

“Sharp,” Martin muttered to her in the hallway later. “Bit of a teacher’s pet though, don’t you think?”

Claire didn’t answer. She just watched Jonah down the corridor, walking briskly with a notebook tucked under his arm, pausing to hold the elevator for someone without being asked.

He reminded her of someone. Not a specific person, but something—a version of herself, maybe. When she was younger. Before long hours dulled ambition into routine. Before expectations outgrew energy.

She shook the thought off.

They worked side-by-side through the afternoon, going over projections, catching inconsistencies in vendor quotes, tracing back a flawed report. He listened more than he spoke, but when he did ask something, it was always precise.

At one point, she noticed the clock and sighed. “You can head out if you want. It’s after six.”

He didn’t even look up. “You’re still working.”

“I’m salaried. You’re not chained to your desk yet.”

“I’m not done.”

That earned the smallest twitch of her lips, the closest she came to a smile that day. “Suit yourself.”

At seven-thirty, they were the last two in the building. The hum of printers had gone silent. Through the high windows, the city lights had begun to shimmer against the dusk. Claire pushed back from her desk with a yawn and stood, stretching slightly.

“You hungry?” she asked without thinking.

He blinked. “Pardon?”

“Don’t get weird about it. I’m starving and I’m not cooking tonight. I’m going to grab something from that Thai place across the street. You’ve earned a meal.”

His expression didn’t change much, but he nodded. “Thanks. I could eat.”

They walked in silence. Outside, the air was cooler than it had been all day, summer’s heat finally bleeding away with the sun. She caught a glimpse of him under the streetlight—tall, but not imposing. He had the kind of face that would still look young at forty, sharp in the eyes, softer at the mouth. He wasn’t a boy, not entirely. But he wasn’t hardened yet, either.

She ordered without hesitation. He hesitated a second longer, choosing something from the menu, polite but uncertain. They took their food to a corner table, away from the window.

“You’re not from the city,” she said after a few bites.

“No,” he replied, wiping his mouth. “I grew up in Vermont. First time living anywhere this big.”

“That’ll wear off. Give it six months and you’ll stop looking up at the buildings.”

“Don’t think I want to.”

She paused, chopsticks halfway to her mouth. “Why not?”

“Because the second I stop noticing, I’ll start resenting it. And that’s when people get stuck.”

She stared at him longer than she meant to.

“You sound older than twenty-two.”

He gave a light shrug. “I’ve been told that.”

Claire set down her food. There was a part of her, somewhere deep in the worn-out creases of her professional mask, that flinched at how easy it was to forget his age. He didn’t try to act mature. He just... was. In a quiet, solid kind of way. She remembered a time when she had to fake that kind of poise.

And still did, some days.

She stood and gathered her trash. “Tomorrow, you’re presenting the vendor correction report at the ten a.m.”

His eyes widened, just a little. “Seriously?”

“I’m not big on letting new hires warm the bench.”

He stood too. “Got it. I’ll be ready.”

Back at the office, she paused at her door. “Get some sleep tonight, Jonah. You’ll need it.”

“I will. Good night, Claire.”

She watched him disappear down the hallway before unlocking her office and stepping back into the cool, humming quiet. The air was still, everything exactly where she’d left it. But something in her day had shifted. Something small.

She sat down slowly, clicked her computer to sleep, and looked out at the skyline.

He’d called her Claire. So few people here did that anymore.

Odd, how something that small could stick in her mind.
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Chapter 2: A Glance Across the Glass
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The morning sun slipped through the blinds, casting stripes across the long glass conference table. Claire sat at the head, fingers loosely interlaced, eyes skimming her phone as team members shuffled in. Her posture was relaxed, but her mind was calculating—always watching who arrived first, who avoided eye contact, who brought notes and who didn’t.

At 9:57, Jonah entered, carrying his laptop, sleeves rolled just enough to look casual without being careless. He greeted a few colleagues with quiet nods, then took the empty seat to Claire’s right. She didn’t acknowledge him, but she noticed. He’d chosen that spot on purpose.

She continued scrolling until the last person sat. At precisely ten, she stood and tapped a finger on the table.

“Morning. Let’s get to it.” Her voice was brisk but not cold. “Jonah will be presenting the vendor corrections. He found a few discrepancies yesterday that might affect our rollout schedule. I suggest you pay attention.”

A few eyebrows lifted around the table. Martin leaned back in his chair with a smirk that said, let’s see what the kid does.

Jonah connected his laptop to the monitor, cleared his throat, and began. “Good morning. I reviewed the documentation we received from our three main suppliers—Draycore, Falcon Logistics, and Ritech Materials. Two of them included pricing inconsistencies that, if unchecked, would raise our projected overhead by nearly eleven percent in Q3.”

His voice was steady. Clear. Measured.

Claire didn’t watch the screen. She watched the room. Watched how heads tilted, how pens paused mid-scribble, how Martin sat up a little straighter by slide three. Jonah wasn’t flashy. He didn’t push. But his logic was clean, his facts tight. He answered every question without stammering, didn’t flinch when one of the senior leads interrupted him with a sarcastic jab about “rookie math.”

Claire stepped in only once, when Jonah calmly offered an alternative supplier model that would reduce transit time.

“He’s right,” she said. “We’ve been leaning too heavily on Falcon. They’ve had late shipments three quarters in a row.”

By the end of the meeting, no one was smirking.

Afterwards, Jonah unplugged his laptop and turned to Claire with a nod. “Thanks for letting me handle that.”

“You handled it yourself.” She stood. “Walk with me.”

They exited into the hallway, a long corridor framed by glass walls and views of the city. Claire walked at her usual fast pace, not waiting for him to catch up. He did anyway.

“You made an impression today.”

“I wasn’t sure I would.”

“You were smart not to show that.”

She turned down another hallway, slower now. Her heels tapped sharply with each step, but her tone softened slightly. “Martin’s going to test you harder after this. Don’t rise to it. He gets territorial when someone under thirty knows how to use Excel better than him.”

Jonah grinned. “Thanks for the warning.”

They stopped outside the
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