
    
      Beg For My Love Cold-Hearted CEO

      The Price of Letting Her Go Romance

      by Alister McKenzie

    

  Copyright
ISBN: 978-1-997347-08-8

Copyright © 2026 by Alister McKenzie. All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Published by Alister McKenzie.

Printed in the United States of America.

Prologue
The pen rested on the glass desk. I did not pick it up. The three men sitting across from me in the boardroom were sweating. It was seventy-two degrees in the room, the temperature I preferred for peak mental performance. They were sweating because I had just told them Miller-Hastings no longer existed. By tomorrow morning, the name would be removed from the lobby. By next week, the equipment would be sold at auction. These men had spent thirty years building a company that was now a series of spreadsheets on my tablet.

Arthur, the man in the center, adjusted his tie. His hands were shaking. He looked at the contract I had pushed toward him. It was a standard liquidation agreement. I had written it myself. It was efficient. It was final. There were no clauses for sentiment. There were no provisions for the four hundred employees who would be looking for work by Friday.

"We need more time, Mr. Thorne," Arthur said. His voice was thin. It lacked the authority a CEO should possess. That was why he was losing his company. He had allowed his emotions to dictate his debt structure. He had prioritized loyalty over liquidity.

"Time is a commodity you have already exhausted," I said. I looked at my watch. It was four-fifteen in the afternoon. "The offer expires in four minutes. If you do not sign, I will withdraw the buyout of your personal liabilities. The banks will take your homes. Your children will lose their tuition funds. If you sign now, you walk away with your private assets intact."

Arthur looked at his partners. They didn't look back. They were looking at the pen. I watched the way the light from the window hit the silver barrel of the instrument. It was a tool. Nothing more. In this room, it was a weapon. I waited. I did not tap my fingers. I did not lean forward. I remained perfectly still.

Arthur picked up the pen. The sound of the nib hitting the paper was the only noise in the room. He signed his name. He passed the pen to the man on his left. Then to the man on his right. When the final signature was placed, I stood up. I took the folder and tucked it under my arm.

"My assistant will show you to the service elevator," I said. "Security has already packed your personal belongings from your offices. They are waiting at the curb."

"You're a monster," Arthur whispered. He didn't stand up. He looked smaller than he had twenty minutes ago.

"I am a restructuring specialist," I replied. I walked out of the room without looking back. My shoes made a rhythmic sound on the marble floor of the Iron District headquarters. Every step was a calculated move. Every breath was a part of the protocol.

I reached my private suite. The doors opened automatically. A woman was standing by my desk. She was not my usual assistant. She was the new compliance officer sent from the third-party firm I had hired for the Vane merger. Elara Vance. She was holding a stack of files. Her dark hair was pulled back in a way that looked hurried. Her clothes were functional. She did not wear the expensive silk I saw on the other women in this building. Her gaze was steady. She did not look away when I entered.

"Mr. Thorne," she said. Her voice was not thin. It was grounded. "I have the reports you requested for the Silas Vane acquisition."

"Put them on the desk, Ms. Vance," I said. I sat down and opened my laptop. I didn't look at her. I expected her to leave. Most people left the room as soon as their task was finished. They found my presence uncomfortable. I liked it that way. It saved time.

She didn't leave. I heard the sound of the files hitting the wood. Then I heard her footsteps move toward the window. She looked out at the Iron District. The sun was starting to go down. The lights of the financial center were turning on, creating a grid of white and yellow across the city.

"The Miller-Hastings partners just left through the back," she said. "They looked like they had seen a ghost."

"They saw the reality of their balance sheet," I said. I continued typing. "Did you finish the audit of the legacy accounts?"

"I did," she said. I could hear her turn around. I looked up. She was watching me. There was a look in her eyes I couldn't identify. It wasn't fear. It wasn't respect. It was something closer to an observation of a specimen. "There are discrepancies in the 2014 records. Documents that were moved to a physical ledger."

I stopped typing. The air in the room felt different. The mention of the 2014 records was a direct hit to a wall I had built years ago. Silas Vane had taught me how to hide the blood prices of our early work. He had told me that digital trails were for the weak. Only a physical record held the truth. And only the truth could destroy a man in this town.

"The 2014 records were reconciled years ago," I said. My voice was flat. "Focus on the current merger. Silas Vane does not like delays. Neither do I."

"I'm not interested in delays," Elara said. She walked toward my desk. She leaned forward, placing her hands on the edge of the glass. I noticed a small scar on her thumb. It was a jagged line. "I'm interested in the Grey Ledger. I've heard stories about it. People say it contains the names of every politician you bought to clear the way for your father's old rivals."

I leaned back in my chair. I didn't let my expression change. I had spent a decade perfecting the art of the blank stare. I looked at her scuffed shoes. I looked at the way she held herself. She was a mole. I knew it the moment she spoke the name of the ledger. She wasn't here for compliance. She was here for justice.

"Stories are for children and failing businesses, Ms. Vance," I said. "You are here to check boxes. If you can't do that, I will find someone who can. There are thousands of people in this city who would trade their lives for your salary."

"I don't care about the salary," she said. She didn't blink. "I care about the fact that you destroyed a dozen companies to build this tower. My family's company was one of them."

I felt a surge of something in my chest. It wasn't guilt. I didn't have room for that. It was the thrill of the hunt. She had revealed her hand too early. She was emotional. She was compromised by her past. That made her easy to break.

"Then you should know how this ends," I said. I stood up and walked around the desk. I stopped when I was inches from her. I was taller than her. I used that. I stayed in her personal space. She didn't move back. She smelled like soap and rain. It was a sharp contrast to the expensive perfumes of the Iron District.

"It ends with me winning," I whispered. "It always ends with me winning. If you think a notebook from a decade ago will change that, you are more foolish than the men who were just in this room."

"We'll see," she said. She picked up her empty folder. She turned and walked toward the door. Her gait was confident. She didn't look back.

I watched her leave. I waited until the door clicked shut before I went to the safe hidden behind the paneling of my office. I entered the code. I felt the heavy steel door swing open. Inside, resting on a velvet shelf, was the Grey Ledger. It was a worn, leather-bound book. It was the only thing I owned that wasn't digital. It was the only thing I owned that could end me.

I thought about Elara Vance. I thought about the look in her eyes. She was a structural flaw in my current operation. I needed to remove her. I needed to dismantle her life the same way I had dismantled Miller-Hastings. It would be efficient. It would be a clinical process.

I picked up my phone and dialed my head of security. "Ms. Vance in compliance," I said. "I want a full sweep of her history. I want to know where she sleeps, who she talks to, and what she eats for breakfast. Then I want her blacklisted from every firm in the country. By tomorrow morning, I want her to have nothing."

I hung up the phone. I looked out at the city I had conquered. I was in control. I had always been in control. I didn't know that Elara Vance was not like the others. I didn't know that by letting her go, I was beginning the countdown to my own destruction. I didn't know that I would eventually spend every dollar I had just to hear her say my name again. For now, I was the king of the Iron District. And kings did not beg.

1. The Anatomy of a Liquidation
"The severance packages are non-negotiable."

I didn't look up from my tablet. The blue light from the screen reflected off the polished mahogany table. Arthur Miller sat across from me. He was fifty-eight years old. He had spent thirty of those years building a printing press empire that was now worth less than the scrap metal in his warehouses.

"You're taking everything," Miller said. His voice was thick. He had been crying in the hallway before the meeting started. I knew because the security cameras in the corridor showed him leaning against the wall for six minutes with his head in his hands.

"I'm taking what's left," I corrected. I swiped a finger across the screen, authorizing the final transfer of the company's real estate assets to a holding firm. "There's a difference. If I don't step in today, the bank seizes the pension fund by Friday. This way, your senior staff gets three months of pay."

"And the junior staff?" Miller asked. He leaned forward. His tie was crooked. "The people who have been with me for less than five years?"

"They receive two weeks and a letter of recommendation," I said. I finally looked at him. I kept my face still. I didn't feel the anger he wanted me to feel. I didn't feel the guilt either. Guilt was a luxury for people who didn't have to balance a ledger.

"That’s not enough to live on," he whispered.

"It’s more than they’ll get from a bankruptcy court," I said. I stood up and buttoned my charcoal suit jacket. The fit was perfect. It felt like a layer of skin I had chosen for myself. "My assistant has the documents for your signature. You have ten minutes before your security badge is deactivated."

I walked out of the boardroom without waiting for his response. My heels clicked against the marble floor of the Iron District headquarters. Everything in Thorne Plaza was designed for speed and clarity. There were no soft corners. No carpets to muffled the sound of progress.

Marcus was waiting for me at my desk. He held a physical folder. In a world of digital encryption, I still required paper for certain things.

"The Miller liquidation is complete?" Marcus asked.

"He’s signing now," I said. I sat in my chair and looked out the window. From the fifty-fourth floor, the people in the streets below were dots. They moved in predictable patterns. I liked the height. It reminded me that the world functioned on systems, not individual feelings.

"The new compliance officer is here," Marcus said. He placed the folder on the desk. "She was quite insistent on starting her orientation immediately."

"She's early," I noted.

"By twenty minutes," Marcus agreed. "She’s already in the observation room. She asked for the Miller audit logs."

I frowned. Compliance officers usually waited to be told what to do. They were bureaucrats who enjoyed the safety of a checklist. I didn't like people who showed initiative before they knew the hierarchy.

"Send her in," I said.

I opened the folder Marcus had left. Elara Vance. Her resume was standard. Investigative research at a mid-tier firm. A degree from a university that was respectable but not elite. Her headshot showed a woman with dark hair and a neutral expression. She didn't look like a mole. She looked like a woman who was tired of being underpaid.

When the door opened, I didn't look up immediately. I waited three seconds. It was a habit. I wanted to see if she would speak first.

She didn't. She walked to the chair across from my desk and stood there. She didn't sit. She didn't cough. She just waited.

I looked up. She was taller than she appeared in her photo. Her suit was navy, a bit worn at the cuffs. Her hair was tied back in a knot that looked functional rather than stylish. Her eyes didn't move around the room to look at the expensive art or the view. They stayed on me.

"Mr. Thorne," she said. Her voice was steady. It lacked the nervous pitch I usually heard from new hires.

"Miss Vance," I said. "You were looking at the Miller audit. Why?"

"I wanted to see how you handled the pension redirection," she said. She walked to the chair and sat down without being invited. She crossed her legs. "It’s a complex legal maneuver. It borders on a secondary liquidation."

"It is legal," I said.

"I didn't say it wasn't," she replied. "I said it was complex. Usually, when things are that complicated, there is a reason for the noise."

I leaned back. I studied her. She wasn't looking at me with admiration. She was looking at me like I was a problem she needed to solve. It was a feeling I hadn't experienced in years. Most people in the Iron District looked at me with fear or greed.

"The noise is for the regulators," I said. "I prefer a quiet transition. You are here to ensure that the quiet stays quiet."

"I'm here to ensure the firm follows the 2014 financial shift protocols," she corrected. "That includes the transparency requirements for asset stripping."

I felt a slight shift in the room. She was talking about the very rules I had helped lobby against a decade ago. She was young, but she knew the history.

"You have a very high opinion of your role," I said.

"I have a high opinion of the law," Elara said. "The two things are often the same."

I stood up and walked toward the window. I could see her reflection in the glass. She didn't look away. She didn't even blink.

"This firm is built on efficiency," I said. "I dismantle what is broken so that something better can be built in its place. I don't have time for a moral debate on the ethics of restructuring. If you want to be a social worker, go to the Hollows. If you want to work for me, you follow the ledger."

"I follow the data," she said. "And the data on the Miller liquidation shows a forty percent gap in the executive payout versus the worker severance."

"That gap is my fee," I said.

"It’s a very large fee for a company that is supposedly worth nothing," she said.

I turned around. I walked back to the desk and leaned over it. I wanted to be close enough to see the cracks in her composure. I wanted to see the moment she realized who she was talking to.

"I saved that company from a total wipeout," I said. "I am the only reason Arthur Miller isn't in jail for gross negligence. My fee is a small price for his freedom."

"And the workers?" she asked. "What is the price of their freedom?"

I didn't answer. I reached into my drawer and pulled out a stack of papers. They were the standard non-disclosure agreements for the senior compliance staff.

"Sign these," I said. "Then go to your office. Marcus will give you the login for the internal servers. If I see you in a boardroom again without my express invitation, you will be escorted out of the building."

She looked at the papers. She didn't pick up the pen. She looked back at me.

"I'm not here to be a ghost, Mr. Thorne," she said.

"In this building, everyone is a ghost until I decide they are real," I said.

She picked up the pen. She signed her name in quick, jagged strokes. She didn't read the clauses. She already knew what they said. That told me she had signed them before. She was familiar with the silence I bought and sold.

She stood up and pushed the papers back toward me. Our fingers brushed for a fraction of a second. Her skin was warm. It was a sharp contrast to the air in the office. I pulled my hand back immediately.

"I'll be in my office," she said.

She turned and walked out. She didn't look back.

I looked at the signature on the paper. Elara Vance. The ink was still wet.

I sat back down. I felt a strange vibration in my chest. It wasn't anxiety. It was the feeling of a machine catching on a piece of grit. I didn't like it. I opened the Miller file again, but the numbers didn't seem as clear as they had ten minutes ago.

I watched the clock. Ten minutes passed. Arthur Miller's badge was now dead. He was gone. He didn't exist in the Iron District anymore.

I picked up my phone and called Marcus.

"Yes, sir?" Marcus asked.

"Run a secondary background check on Vance," I said. "Go deeper than the resume. I want to know who her parents were. I want to know where she lived ten years ago."

"Is there a problem?" Marcus asked.

"She asks too many questions about things that don't concern her," I said.

I hung up. I looked back at the window. The sun was beginning to set over the Hollows in the distance. The shadows were stretching across the city.

I knew what it looked like when a structure began to fail. It always started with a single crack.

I just needed to find the crack before it found me.
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