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To those who find strength in the shadows, and to the risk-takers who know that the greatest rewards often come from the most forbidden alliances.
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The Midnight Contract
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The penthouse of the Obsidian Tower was a cage of glass and shadow, overlooking a city that never slept, yet always watched. At 2:00 AM, the only light in the room came from the amber glow of a rare Scotch and the cold, clinical flicker of a ticker tape running across a private monitor.

Julian Vane, the man the media called "The Iron Tycoon," didn't move as the elevator pinged behind him. He didn't need to. He knew the scent of her perfume—white lilies and something metallic—before she even stepped into the room.

"You’re late, Elara," Julian said, his voice a low vibration that seemed to rattle the very floorboards.

"And you’re predictable, Julian," Elara Thorne replied, her heels clicking against the marble with the rhythm of a ticking bomb. She stopped at the edge of his desk, tossing a leather-bound folder onto the mahogany surface. "I’ve brought the signatures. But we both know this isn't just a merger."

Julian turned, his eyes as cold as the ice in his glass. He was a man who had built an empire by swallowing his competitors whole, but Elara was the one person he couldn't digest. She was the daughter of his greatest rival—the woman he had been warned to stay away from since the day he took the helm of Vane International.

"It’s a taboo alliance," Julian murmured, stepping into the light. The sharp lines of his face were a testament to a decade of ruthless decisions. "If the board finds out I’m partnering with a Thorne, they’ll have my head. If your father finds out you’re here, he’ll disown you before sunrise."

"Then let them watch," Elara whispered, her gaze locking onto his with a defiance that set the air on fire. "The market is failing, Julian. Your logic is outdated, and my father’s tradition is dying. We are the only two people capable of burning the old world down to build a new one."
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