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The monolith of Sterling Enterprises didn't just scrape the sky; it punctured it, a shard of smoked glass and obsidian steel that declared war on the clouds. From the ground, it looked less like a building and more like a monument to a cold, frighteningly wealthy god. For Liam and Olivia, standing at its base with their portfolios clutched in sweaty hands, it felt like presenting themselves for sacrifice.

“Ready?” Liam asked, his voice a little tight. He squeezed her hand, a small, desperate anchor in the concrete ocean of the financial district.

Olivia nodded, trying to project a confidence she was miles away from feeling. “Ready.” She looked at his earnest, handsome face, the way his brow was furrowed with a mixture of hope and anxiety, and her heart ached with a fierce, protective love. They had to get this. The Sterling Legacy Internship wasn't just a job; it was a full-ride scholarship for their final year, a golden ticket out of student debt and into a future they had only dreamed of.

Their relationship was forged in the fires of late-night study sessions and shared instant ramen, a comfortable, easy love built on mutual respect and a shared dream. They were a team. Liam and Olivia against the world. Today, the world was shaped like a skyscraper.

The lobby was a cathedral built to the god of capital. Marble floors gleamed with a soulless perfection, and a twenty-foot waterfall cascaded silently behind a reception desk carved from a single block of granite. The air itself smelled expensive, a sterile, floral scent that seemed to scrub the poverty from your lungs.

They were ushered into a waiting area with chairs that were more like art installations than furniture. After ten minutes that stretched into an eternity, a severe-looking woman with a tablet led them to the penthouse floor. “Ms. Sterling will see you now.”

The elevator ride was a silent, stomach-churning ascent. The doors opened not into a reception area, but directly into an office so vast and minimalist it felt like a modern art gallery. One entire wall was a panoramic window offering a god's-eye view of the city below. In the center of the vast expanse, behind a desk that looked like a sheet of petrified lightning, sat Seraphina Sterling.

She was not what they expected. They had pictured an older woman, a titan of industry in a severe pantsuit. Seraphina Sterling couldn't have been more than a year or two older than them. She had hair the color of spun gold, pulled back into a severe, elegant knot that exposed the long, pale column of her neck. Her eyes, the color of expensive whiskey, were sharp and intelligent, and a small, cruel smile played on her lips, which were painted the color of fresh blood. She wore a simple, sleeveless dress of the same blood-red, a garment so perfectly tailored it seemed to have been stitched directly onto her lithe, athletic frame. She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful and intimidating woman either of them had ever seen.

Her whiskey-colored eyes bypassed Liam entirely and landed on Olivia, a slow, appraising gaze that moved from her sensible shoes, up the length of her simple black skirt and white blouse, to her flushed, nervous face. It was not a glance; it was an inventory.

“You must be the new acquisitions,” Seraphina said, her voice a low, melodic purr that was somehow more commanding than a shout. She stood, not with a sudden movement, but with a fluid, predatory grace, like a jungle cat uncoiling. Her stiletto heels didn't make a sound on the polished concrete floor as she rounded the desk.

“Liam and Olivia,” Liam offered, extending a hand that was left hanging in the air.

Seraphina’s focus remained lasered on Olivia. “I know who you are. I read your files.” She stopped directly in front of Olivia, so close that Olivia could smell her perfume—something complex and heady, like night-blooming flowers and ozone before a storm. “Olivia. Your essay on disruptive market strategies was... adequate.” The faint praise was somehow more insulting than an outright dismissal.

“Thank you, Ms. Sterling,” Olivia managed, her voice a squeak.

“Seraphina,” she corrected, her smile widening, though it didn't reach her eyes. “Ms. Sterling was my mother. Now,” she clapped her hands together softly, the sound like a gavel. “My assistants need to be proactive, resourceful, and above all, attentive to my needs. Olivia, my throat is a bit dry. Get me a coffee. Black, two sugars. The machine is down the hall, to the left. Liam, you stay here. I want to discuss logistical support.”

It was a clear, immediate division. A dismissal. Olivia nodded, and as she turned to leave, she felt Seraphina’s eyes on her back, a tangible pressure. She glanced at Liam, who gave her a small, encouraging nod, but she could see the unease in his eyes.

The moment Olivia was out of the room, Seraphina’s demeanor towards Liam shifted. She gestured for him to take a seat—one of the uncomfortable art-chairs—while she remained standing, pacing slowly before the window, a predator in her natural habitat.

“She's quite lovely, isn't she?” Seraphina asked, her tone casual, conversational, yet laced with a chilling possessiveness. She wasn't looking at Liam, but out at the city, as if she owned it. “A bit... unpolished. The blouse is department store, the shoes are practical. But the raw materials are excellent. Good posture. Expressive eyes.”

Liam shifted in his seat, his hands clenching into fists on his knees. “She’s the smartest person I know.”

“I’m sure she is,” Seraphina purred, turning to face him, her smile a flash of white teeth. “But intelligence is common. Beauty, true beauty, is a currency all its own. Don’t you agree?”

Before Liam could form a response, Olivia returned, holding the mug of coffee with two steady hands. She offered it to Seraphina, who took it without looking at her, her eyes still locked on Liam. She took a small sip. Her perfect face wrinkled in faint disgust.

“This is dreadful,” she announced, not to Olivia, but to the room at large. She walked over to a potted plant and poured the entire contents of the mug into the soil. “You’ll have to learn my preferences, Olivia. I’m very particular.” She turned, and before Olivia could retreat, Seraphina’s hand was on the small of her back. The touch was light, but it sent a jolt, a proprietary heat, straight through the fabric of her blouse, branding her skin. Liam saw it, his jaw tightening so hard a muscle jumped.

“Let me show you two your workspace,” Seraphina said, her hand still guiding, steering Olivia. The touch was both intimate and utterly demeaning, a gesture one might use on a prized show animal.

Their "workspace" was a small, glass-walled alcove attached to Seraphina’s main office. It contained two desks, two computers, and offered them a perfect, unobstructed view of their new boss at all times. They were, quite literally, on display.

“You’ll handle my scheduling, filter my calls, and collate my research,” Seraphina explained, finally removing her hand from Olivia's back, leaving a phantom tingle in its place. “Your first task: I have a gala tonight. The Sterling Foundation Charity Ball. My final dress fitting was... problematic. The designer is sending over the dress. I need you, Olivia, to organize a courier to have it taken back for alterations immediately after I’ve inspected it.”
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