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Elena’s POV

The elevator to the forty-seventh floor moves too fast and too slow at the same time.

I check my reflection in the polished steel doors for the third time, smoothing my pencil skirt and adjusting the simple gold necklace my mother gave me for luck. My resume is printed on expensive paper—the kind that says I’m professional without screaming I’m desperate, even though I absolutely am.

Cross Enterprises doesn’t hire people like me. They hire Ivy League graduates with family connections and trust funds. I have a state school degree, three years of assistant experience at a mid-sized firm, and exactly two hundred and seventeen dollars in my checking account until Friday.

But I also have something they don’t: I need this job more than I need air.

The doors slide open with a whisper, revealing a reception area that looks like it was designed by someone who thought warmth was a weakness. Everything is glass, steel, and sharp angles. The city sprawls beyond floor-to-ceiling windows, small and conquerable from up here.

A woman with a sleek black bob and a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes looks up from behind the reception desk. “Elena Ward?”

“That’s me.”

“Mr. Cross is ready for you. Straight through those doors, last office on the left.” Her gaze flicks over me, assessing. “Good luck.”

The way she says it sounds like a warning.

I walk down the corridor, my heels clicking against marble floors. Every office I pass is immaculate and empty, like a museum after hours. No personal photos. No coffee mugs with stupid slogans. Just silence and the hum of ambition.

The last door is open.

And that’s when I see him.

Damien Cross stands with his back to me, staring out at the city like he owns every building in it. Probably because he does—or at least a significant chunk. He’s taller than I expected, broad-shouldered in a charcoal suit that fits like it was stitched directly onto his body. Dark hair, perfectly styled. The kind of posture that makes you want to straighten your spine just by proximity.

“Miss Ward.” His voice is low, controlled, and he doesn’t turn around. “You’re four minutes early.”

“I—yes. I didn’t want to be late.”

“Early is on time. On time is late. Late is unacceptable.” He turns then, and the full weight of his attention slams into me like a physical force.

Damien Cross is beautiful in the way a blade is beautiful. Sharp. Cold. Dangerous if you’re not careful. His jaw is carved from stone, his eyes a shade of gray that reminds me of winter storms. There’s no warmth in them. No welcome.

Just assessment.

“Sit.”

I sit.

He moves behind his desk with the kind of precision that suggests every step he takes is calculated three moves ahead. He doesn’t look at my resume. Doesn’t ask me to tell him about myself or where I see myself in five years.

Instead, he opens a leather folio and slides a single sheet of paper across the desk toward me.

“Read that. You have ninety seconds.”

I glance down. It’s a financial report—dense, technical, full of projections and margins and terminology I haven’t seen since my corporate finance elective. My pulse kicks up, but I force myself to focus.

Sixty seconds in, I spot it. A discrepancy in the quarterly projections. The numbers don’t align with the stated growth model.

“Time,” he says.

I look up. “There’s an error in the third quarter projection. The revenue increase doesn’t match the operating costs listed. Either the cost analysis is wrong, or someone inflated the revenue forecast by approximately eight percent.”

His expression doesn’t change. Not a flicker of surprise or approval. Just that steady, unnerving stare.

“Which is it?”

“The revenue forecast,” I say, more confident now. “The cost structure is consistent with standard industry ratios. Whoever built this model wanted the numbers to look better than they are.”

Silence stretches between us. I’m suddenly aware of how loud my breathing sounds.

Then, finally, he leans back in his chair. “Most candidates don’t catch that.”

“Most candidates probably aren’t desperate enough to actually read it.”

The corner of his mouth twitches. It’s not quite a smile, but it’s the closest thing I’ve seen to humanity from him.

“You worked at Hartman & Associates for three years,” he says, pulling my resume toward him now. “Why did you leave?”

“The company downsized.”

“That’s the polite version. What’s the truth?”

I hesitate. Honesty or diplomacy? With a man like this, I’m guessing he already knows the answer and is testing whether I’ll lie.

“They fired half the staff to avoid bankruptcy,” I say. “I was part of the half that made it easier to let go.”

“Not senior enough to keep. Not junior enough to be cheap.”

“Exactly.”

His eyes narrow slightly, and I feel the air shift. “Why do you want to work here, Miss Ward?”

Because I’m three months behind on rent. Because my mother needs surgery we can’t afford. Because I’m one medical bill away from losing everything.

But I don’t say that.

“Because Cross Enterprises doesn’t downsize,” I say instead. “You acquire. You expand. You win. I want to work for someone who doesn’t apologize for ambition.”

“And you think you can keep up?”

“I know I can.”

“My last assistant quit after six weeks. The one before that lasted four.” He stands, rounding the desk until he’s leaning against it, arms crossed, far too close. “I don’t tolerate mistakes. I don’t accept excuses. If you work for me, you show up early, stay late, and deliver perfection. Every time.”

I meet his gaze and refuse to look away. “Then it’s a good thing I don’t make mistakes.”

Something flickers in his eyes—interest, maybe, or amusement. It’s gone before I can name it.

“We’ll see.”

He straightens, dismissing me without another word, and I realize the interview is over. I stand, grab my bag, and head toward the door on legs that feel steadier than they should.

“Miss Ward.”

I turn back.

“Check your email in an hour.”

It’s not a promise. It’s a command. And somehow, that makes my heart race faster than any compliment could.

I make it back to the elevator in a daze, replaying every word, every look. Did I get it? Did I say the right things? Did he—

The elevator doors open, and I step inside, exhaling for what feels like the first time in twenty minutes.

As the doors start to close, I glance back toward the office.

And that’s when I see him.

A man. Mid-forties, maybe. Dark coat. Standing near the glass wall overlooking the lobby, staring directly at me.

His lips move.

Elena.

My name. He’s saying my name.

The doors slide shut, and my stomach drops.

I don’t know him. I’ve never seen him before in my life.

So why the hell does he know who I am?

I’m halfway home on the subway when my phone buzzes.

From: Cross Enterprises HR

Subject: Employment Offer

My hands shake as I open it.

Dear Miss Ward,

Congratulations. You have been selected for the position of Personal Assistant to Mr. Damien Cross, effective immediately. Please report to the 47th floor tomorrow at 7:00 AM sharp.

Report directly to Damien Cross. No exceptions.

I read the last line three times.

No exceptions.

Something about the way it’s phrased makes my skin prickle. Not as policy. As warning.

I stare at the email, my thumb hovering over the reply button.

I should be relieved. Thrilled. This is the job I needed, the break I’ve been praying for.

So why does it feel like I just signed something I can’t take back?

I close my eyes and picture the man in the lobby.

The way he said my name.

Like he’d been waiting for me.
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Damien’s POV

She’s gone for exactly forty-three seconds before I pull up her file again.

I shouldn’t. I’ve already read it twice—once when HR flagged her application, and again this morning before she walked into my office. I know every detail. State university, 3.7 GPA, three years at Hartman & Associates before they imploded. References that praised her work ethic and attention to detail. No red flags. No scandals.

Clean.

Too clean, maybe.

I lean back in my chair and study the photo attached to her profile. Professional headshot, probably taken at one of those budget studios that promise “corporate quality” for fifty dollars. She’s wearing a navy blouse, hair pulled back, minimal makeup. She’s trying to look competent and invisible at the same time.

She failed at the second part.

Even in a photo designed to be forgettable, Elena Ward is striking. Dark eyes that look like they’re cataloging everything they see. A mouth that’s almost too soft for the sharpness in her gaze. And that face—

I close the file and open my desk drawer, pulling out a folder I haven’t touched in five years.

Inside is a newspaper clipping, yellowed at the edges. The headline is burned into my memory: LOCAL WOMAN DIES IN CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS INCIDENT.

Below it, a photo.

Sarah Ward.

Twenty-four years old. Marketing coordinator at a tech firm I used to partner with. Beautiful, bright, and dead because of choices I didn’t make fast enough to stop.

I place Elena’s photo next to Sarah’s.

The resemblance isn’t exact. Different bone structure, different coloring. But there’s something in the eyes. The shape of the smile. The way they both look like they’re daring the world to underestimate them.

Sisters.

I knew it the second I saw Elena’s application. The last name was the first clue, but the moment I pulled up her background, the connection was undeniable. Sarah Ward had a younger sister, five years her junior. A sister who was kept out of the media circus when everything fell apart. A sister who, according to my research, was never told the full truth about how Sarah died.

Hiring her is insane.

Keeping her close is dangerous.

But letting her slip away—letting her work somewhere else, unprotected, unmonitored—is unacceptable.

I’ve spent five years trying to bury what happened. I’ve paid off investigators, settled lawsuits, buried evidence so deep it would take a forensic accountant a decade to find it. And I’ve hunted Marcus Steele every day since, watching him build his empire on the ashes of people he’s destroyed.

People like Sarah Ward.

And now her sister walks into my office, desperate enough to take a job with me, smart enough to be useful, and vulnerable enough to be leverage.

If Marcus finds out she’s here—

My phone buzzes. A text from my head of security, Cole.

New hire processed. Ward, Elena. Flagged for standard background check?

I stare at the message.

Standard wouldn’t be enough. I need to know everywhere she goes, everyone she talks to, every digital footprint she leaves. I need to know if Marcus already has eyes on her. If he knows what I know.

I type back: Full surveillance. Discreet. Report directly to me.

Three dots appear. Then: How discreet?

Invisible.

Understood.

I set the phone down and close the folder, tucking it back into the drawer.

This is strategic. That’s all.

Elena Ward is a liability I need to control. Hiring her means I can monitor her, keep her safe, and ensure she doesn’t go digging into things that will get her killed.

It’s not personal.

It can’t be.

But when I think about the way she looked at me in that interview—fearless, determined, a little reckless—something tightens in my chest that has nothing to do with strategy.

I open her file one more time.

Her address is listed as a fourth-floor walk-up in a neighborhood that’s two muggings away from gentrification. Rent is probably bleeding her dry. Her mother’s medical bills are a matter of public record—surgery scheduled for next month, costs not covered by insurance.

She needs this job.

Which means she’ll do anything to keep it.

The thought should make me feel guilty. It doesn’t.

I close the file and stand, adjusting my cuffs as I walk to the window. The city stretches out below me, glittering and cold. I built this empire with precision, control, and the kind of ruthlessness that makes men like Marcus think twice before coming after me.

But Elena Ward isn’t a business transaction.

She’s a loose end. A reminder of failure. A vulnerability I should have anticipated.

And now she’s mine to protect.

Whether she wants it or not.

I’m three emails deep into quarterly reports when my phone rings.

Cole’s name flashes on the screen.

I answer. “Talk.”

“We’ve got a problem.”

My hand tightens around the phone. “What kind of problem?”

“Footage from the lobby. Forty-three minutes ago. A man was watching the elevator banks. He had a clear line of sight on Elena Ward when she left.”

Ice slides down my spine. “Did he approach her?”

“No. But he was filming. Handheld, discrete. He left thirty seconds after she did.”

“Do we have an ID?”

“Not yet. But he knew where to stand. Knew when to expect her.”

That means someone told him she’d be here.

I end the call and pull up the security feed on my laptop, scrolling back to the timestamp Cole gave me. There—a man in a dark coat, mid-forties, standing near the glass partition. He’s not looking at his phone. Not pretending to wait for someone.

He’s watching.

And when Elena steps into the elevator, his lips move.

I rewind and enhance the footage, frame by frame, reading his mouth.

Elena.

He said her name.

Rage floods through me, white-hot and vicious.

Marcus.

It has to be. He’s already moves ahead, already knows I hired her, already positioning pieces on the board.

I grab my phone and dial Cole again.

“Sir?”

“Increase security on Elena Ward. Immediate effect. I want someone on her building, someone on her route to work, and someone monitoring her phone and email traffic.”

“Sir, that level of surveillance requires—”

“I don’t care what it requires. Do it.”

“Understood. Anything else?”

I pause, staring at the frozen image of the man in the lobby.

“If anyone touches Elena Ward,” I say, my voice dropping to something cold and final, “they answer to me.”

Silence on the other end.

Then: “Copy that.”

I hang up and close the laptop.

Elena Ward walked into my office today thinking she was interviewing for a job.

She has no idea she just became the most dangerous piece on the board.

And I’ll burn this city to the ground before I let Marcus take her too.
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Elena’s POV

I arrive at 6:47 AM.

Thirteen minutes early, just to be safe. The office is still half-dark, the overhead lights triggered by motion sensors as I walk through the corridor. My heels sound too loud in the silence, like an announcement of my presence that no one asked for.

Damien’s door is already open.

Of course it is.

He’s at his desk, shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows, reading something on his tablet with the kind of focus that makes the rest of the world irrelevant. He doesn’t look up when I stop in the doorway.

“You’re late,” he says.

I glance at my phone. 6:49. “I’m eleven minutes early.”

“I’ve been here since five-thirty. That makes you late.” His eyes finally lift to meet mine, and there’s no humor in them. “Your desk is outside. Coffee on my desk in five minutes. Black, no sugar. If it’s not hot enough to burn, bring me another one.”

He goes back to his tablet.

I stand there for three seconds, waiting for something—a welcome, maybe, or at least basic instructions on where to find the coffee.

Nothing.

I turn and walk to the assistant station just outside his office. It’s immaculate. Empty inbox, labeled drawers, a computer monitor the size of a small television. There’s a sticky note on the keyboard in sharp, angular handwriting:

Passwords in system. Figure it out.

Great.

I find the break room, start the
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