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Entering Zenith Holdings felt like stepping inside a diamond: freezing, flawless, and designed to cut.

Elara Vance adjusted the French cuffs of her ivory silk blouse, the fabric cool against her fevered skin. Her stiletto heels clicked a sharp, rhythmic tempo against the black marble floor of the lobby, each step a declaration of war masked as corporate compliance. She kept her chin tipped up, holding her features in a mask of absolute, icy poise to hide the feral thrum of adrenaline racing through her veins.

She wasn’t here for a paycheck. She wasn’t here for the prestige, or the health benefits, or the glittering view of the city skyline. She was here for blood.

Zenith Holdings had chewed up her father, drained him of his life's work, and spit out his corpse into the freezing waters of the Blackwood River. The police called it a tragic accident. A desperate man driven to the edge by bankruptcy. But Elara knew the truth. The man at the top of the Zenith food chain had orchestrated the ruin of her family, and he was going to pay with everything he had.

But first, she had to become his Executive Assistant.

The testing phase for the position was less of an interview and more of a psychological slaughterhouse. When Elara arrived at 7:00 AM, there had been fifty impeccably dressed candidates, all clutching leather portfolios and reeking of desperate ambition. By noon, Elara was one of only three women left to survive the culling.

They had subjected her to a gauntlet designed to break the human mind. First came the rapid-fire logic puzzles, administered in a sterile, windowless room with humming fluorescent lights that gave her a pulsing migraine. Next was the scheduling simulation—an impossible, rigged test designed to induce a panic attack. She was forced to choose between tanking a multi-million dollar merger or leaving the CEO stranded in a hostile foreign territory, while three proctors screamed conflicting demands at her.

Elara hadn’t flinched. She routed the private jet, delayed the merger by thirty minutes using a fabricated legal loophole, and secured the CEO’s extraction.

But the final phase was the worst. A grueling psychological evaluation led by a man with dead eyes who probed ruthlessly for emotional weaknesses. He asked about her childhood, her greatest failures, the things that kept her awake at night in cold sweats.

Elara felt nothing. She answered with the mechanical, flawless perfection of a woman who had already lost everything that mattered to her. She painted a picture of a sociopathic overachiever who lived only to serve the corporate machine.

"Mr. Mercer will see you now," the icy receptionist finally announced, her voice snapping Elara back to the present. The woman didn’t smile. Nobody smiled on the eightieth floor.

The double doors to the CEO’s office were heavy, frosted glass, reinforced with steel. Pushing them open took physical effort. The moment the seal broke, Elara was immediately hit by the scent of him: crushed bergamot, expensive oud, and the metallic, intoxicating tang of raw, unfiltered power.

Julian Mercer sat behind a sprawling desk of polished obsidian that looked more like an altar than a workspace.

The financial media called him the *Hottest Boy in the City*, a moniker that was splashed across the covers of Forbes and GQ. But seeing him in the flesh, Elara realized the title was a dangerous misnomer. It belied the absolute, suffocating terror he commanded. At twenty-eight, he was a billionaire prodigy, built like a bespoke-suited apex predator. His broad shoulders stretched the seams of a charcoal Tom Ford suit that cost more than Elara’s car. Dark, thick hair fell carelessly over his forehead, framing a face carved from ruthless, aristocratic marble.

But it was his eyes that stopped the breath in her lungs. They were so pale they were nearly translucent, chips of glacial ice that pierced through her armor and felt like a physical violation.

He didn't look up when she stepped onto the thick Persian rug. He simply kept reading a thick dossier, a heavy silver fountain pen twirling effortlessly between his long, ringless fingers.

The silence stretched. It was a calculated power play, heavy and suffocating, designed to make the lesser person crumble. Most people would fidget. They would clear their throats, or nervously adjust their skirts, or babble to fill the void.

Elara stood perfectly still. She clasped her hands loosely behind her back, her posture impeccable, her breathing shallow and controlled. She anchored her gaze on the bridge of his straight nose, refusing to be the first to break.

One minute passed. Then two.

Slowly, agonizingly, Julian closed the folder. The heavy *thud* of the cardboard echoed like a gunshot in the cavernous office.

His gaze dragged up the length of her body, slow and deliberate. He didn't look at her like a man looking at a woman; he looked at her like a wolf assessing a particularly interesting piece of meat. He took apart her professional armor piece by piece, lingering on the pulse beating wildly at the base of her throat, before finally meeting her eyes.

"Your test scores are perfect," Julian murmured.

His voice was a dark, velvet purr that vibrated through the air and sent a shameful, involuntary shiver skittering down her spine.

"Flawless under pressure. No personal attachments to speak of. Highly intelligent, and remarkably lacking in basic human empathy, according to Dr. Aris," Julian continued, leaning back in his leather chair, the leather groaning under his immense frame.

"I aim to exceed expectations, Mr. Mercer," Elara replied. Her voice was cool, steady, a perfectly tuned instrument of deception. "Empathy is a liability in this echelon of business. I prefer efficiency."

Julian’s lips twitched. He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the obsidian desk and steepling his fingers. A cruel, devastatingly beautiful smirk played on his mouth as his pale eyes locked onto hers. In that single, suspended heartbeat, Elara felt as though he were reaching into her chest, wrapping his hand around her beating heart, and stripping away every lie she had ever told.

"Efficiency," he whispered, the sound sliding over her heated skin like the cold edge of a blade. "Then tell me, Elara. How exactly did a flawless, efficient girl like you feel the night your father’s car went off the Blackwood bridge?"

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Welcome Gift

[image: ]


The oxygen vanished from the room, sucked into the vacuum of Julian Mercer’s pale, piercing stare.

Elara’s heart slammed against her ribs like a trapped bird, a frantic, desperate rhythm that threatened to shatter her ribs. The air conditioning in the penthouse office suddenly felt like a blizzard. *He knows,* her mind screamed. *He knows exactly who you are.*

But the mask she had spent two years perfecting did not slip. Not a single muscle in her face twitched. She didn't break eye contact, refusing to give him the satisfaction of her panic. She drew in a slow, measured breath, forcing the violent tremor out of her vocal cords.

"I felt cold, Mr. Mercer," she answered, not missing a single, terrifying beat. "Which is exactly why I moved to the city. I prefer the heat."

Julian stared at her. For one long, agonizingly heavy moment, the world hung in the balance. Elara waited for him to press the hidden button under his desk, to call security and have her thrown out onto the wet pavement of the financial district.

Instead, a dark, knowing amusement flickered in the depths of his pale eyes. The tension in his broad shoulders relaxed imperceptibly. He didn't believe her lie, but he was fascinated by the sheer audacity of it.

"You start tomorrow at six A.M. sharp," Julian commanded, his voice dropping to an authoritative, gravelly timber. "Do not be late, Elara. I despise waiting."

He hired her on the spot.

Now, twenty-four hours later, her first day was already a high-wire act suspended over a pit of vipers.

The sprawling executive suite was entirely empty. Julian had stepped out for a ten-minute boardroom briefing on the floor below, leaving his dual-monitor laptop open on his desk. It was an uncharacteristic lapse in security, or perhaps a deliberate test. Elara didn't care. She didn't have the luxury of hesitation.

She slipped behind the massive obsidian desk, her pulse roaring in her ears like a freight train. The leather of his executive chair was still warm from his body, radiating his intoxicating scent of bergamot and danger. She reached into the neckline of her silk blouse, her fingers fishing out the micro-USB drive she had taped to the inside of her bra.

Her hands shook as she slid the silver drive into the hidden port at the back of the docking station.

A small, black terminal window popped up on the screen. She typed in the bypass code she had purchased from a dark-web broker for half her life savings.

*Cloning... 10%...*

Elara’s eyes darted frantically to the frosted glass doors. The digital clock on the bottom right of the monitor mocked her. Two minutes had passed. She needed the shadow ledgers. She needed the proof of the offshore accounts Julian had used to bankrupt her father's firm.

*20%... 30%...*

The progress bar crawled with agonizing slowness. Sweat pricked the back of her neck. She tapped her stiletto heel silently against the plush carpet.

*40%... 50%...*

Suddenly
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