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On the top floor of Cloud Mind’s Manhattan high-rise, the conference room was bathed in the golden glow of the setting sun. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panorama of the city skyline. The sleek space was filled with the hum of tension. At the head of the long table sat Oliver Taylor, his imposing frame leaning forward, elbows resting on the polished surface. His tailored navy suit clung to his broad shoulders and muscular build. His sharp jawline was set tight, and his piercing blue eyes scanned the room with an intensity that made even the most seasoned executives shift uncomfortably in their seats.

Oliver’s dark hair, perfectly styled with just a hint of tousle, framed a face that could have belonged on a billboard. But there was no charm in his expression today—only frustration. The first-quarter sales report lay open in front of him, its damning numbers glaring back like an accusation. His fingers drummed lightly on the table, the rhythmic tap-tap-tap echoing in the silence.

“Explain this to me,” Oliver said, his voice low. He didn’t raise it—he didn’t need to. The room was already hanging on his every word. “We’re not some scrappy startup clawing for scraps of market share. We’re Cloud Mind. And yet, our competitors are carving into our margins like we’re standing still. What. Happened?”

The silence stretched, heavy and suffocating. Eyes darted nervously, papers rustled, but no one dared speak first. Finally, Ruby Johnson, the VP of Sales, cleared her throat. “Oliver, we’ve been facing increased pressure from Quantum Edge. Their new cloud platform is undercutting our pricing, and clients are starting to—”

“Clients are jumping ship because we’re not giving them a reason to stay,” Oliver interrupted. He leaned back in his chair, his gaze sweeping the room. “I don’t want to hear about Quantum Edge. I want to hear what we’re doing about it. What’s our strategy? What’s the plan to not just hold onto our clients but to grow? Because right now, all I see is complacency—thick, lazy complacency.”

Ruby’s lips pressed into a thin line, her dark eyes flickering with a mix of defiance and unease. She opened her mouth to respond, but Aiden Reynolds, the head of Product Development, beat her to it. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and leaned forward. “We’ve been working on the next iteration of our AI suite. It’s groundbreaking. The algorithms are tighter, and the predictive models sharper. If we can fast-track the launch, we could—”

“Could?” Oliver’s eyebrow arched. “Could isn’t good enough, Aiden. I need certainty. I need results. What’s the timeline?”

Aiden hesitated, glancing at his notes. “Six months, minimum. We’re still in testing, and if we rush it, we risk—”

“Six months is too long,” Oliver said, cutting him off again. He stood abruptly, his height dominating the room as he began to pace behind his chair. “We don’t have six months. By then, Quantum Edge will have locked down half our client base. We need something now. Something that shows we’re not just keeping up—we’re leading.”

The room fell silent again, the weight of his words pressing down on everyone. Oliver stopped pacing and turned to face them. “Look, I know this isn’t easy. The IT landscape is brutal, and I’m not asking for miracles. I am asking for innovation. For urgency. For every single one of you to dig deep and find a way to turn this around. Because if we don’t, we’re not just failing the company—we’re failing ourselves.”

He paused, his gaze locking onto each person at the table. “I don’t accept failure. And neither should you. So, let’s hear it. Real solutions. Real ideas. Now.”

The room stirred, the executives exchanging uneasy glances before one by one, they began to speak. Oliver listened intently, his sharp mind already dissecting each suggestion, probing for weaknesses, pushing for more. But then, a faint vibration cut through the air. Oliver’s personal cell phone, tucked inside his suit jacket, rang with a soft, insistent tone. He froze mid-sentence, his hand instinctively reaching for the device. Only a handful of people had this number—his sister Violet, his closest friends. His chest tightened as he glanced at the screen. Unknown number.

“Excuse me,” Oliver said. He stood and strode out of the room. 

In the hallway, Oliver answered the call. “This is Oliver Taylor.”

“Mr. Taylor, this is John Lewis,” the voice on the other end said. “I’m a lawyer representing your sister, Violet Taylor.”

Oliver’s grip on the phone tightened. “What’s this about?”

“I’m sorry to inform you that Violet was killed in a car accident two days ago while working on a humanitarian project in Brazil.”

The words hit Oliver like a punch to the chest. He staggered back, his shoulder hitting the wall as his knees threatened to buckle. His vision blurred, the hallway spinning around him. “What?” he whispered. “No. That’s not possible. I just spoke to her last week.”
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