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PERFORMANCE


Adrian's hand is in my hair, forcing my head down into the mattress. I let him think he's in control—let him believe this means what he wants it to mean.

"That's it," he grunts, pounding into me from behind. Hard and rough, trying to own me with every thrust. "You're mine."

I moan on cue. Arch my back the way I know drives men crazy. Play the role I've perfected.

"Say it," he demands, voice ragged. "Say you're mine."

"I'm yours," I gasp out. The lie slides off my tongue like it's nothing. "Only yours."

His grip on my hips turns almost painful. "Louder. I want to hear you."

"I'm yours!" I cry out, putting just the right amount of desperation in my voice.

It's what he needs to hear. What they all need to hear. Men are so easy when you know what they want.

Adrian thinks I'm his. Thinks we're building something real. A relationship. A future. Partners in business and revenge and life.

Poor, deluded Adrian.

But his delusion is useful. Makes him pliable. Eager to please. Willing to do anything to keep me.

Including destroying the people I actually care about destroying.

"God, Vivian—" His movements become erratic. He's about to finish. Thank God.

I slip my hand between my legs, not because I'm close to anything—I haven't orgasmed with Adrian in weeks, maybe longer—but because he expects the visual. Needs the validation that he's doing this to me.

"Cum for me," he gasps, voice strained.

I give him what he wants. The performance is flawless by now. Breathless sounds, body trembling on cue, internal muscles contracting around him at exactly the right moment.

He cums with a groan, saying my name like it means something, then drops onto the mattress beside me.

"I love you," he murmurs against my shoulder, his voice soft and vulnerable in the dim light.

Something uncomfortable flickers in my chest. I push it down deep where it can't touch me and stroke his hair with practiced tenderness, my fingers threading through the damp strands. "I love you too."

Another lie. They're getting easier every time I speak them. But he believes it—desperately wants to believe it. I can feel his relief in the way his body relaxes against mine, muscles going slack with satisfaction.

I slip out of bed before the moment gets too tender, the cool air hitting my overheated skin. "Shower."

"Want company?" His hand reaches for me, fingers trailing across my hip.

"Five minutes alone first? Long day." I soften it with an apologetic smile over my shoulder.

"Of course." He rises on one elbow to kiss me—softly, sweetly, like I'm something precious to him, something fragile that might break. "Take your time, baby."

Baby. God, I hate that. The word sits wrong in my mouth, cloying and saccharine.

In the bathroom, I lock the door with a soft click and finally drop the act. My shoulders sag as the mask falls away.

My reflection stares back at me from the vanity mirror—perfect honey-blonde hair tumbling over bare shoulders, flawless skin still flushed from exertion, the face of a woman who knows exactly what men want and how to give it to them.

Adrian Collins is a means to an end. A useful idiot who happens to have his own grudge against the people I need destroyed. His obsession with Elena makes him the perfect weapon—sharp, eager, and already pointed in the right direction.

And his genuine feelings for me? Even better. They make him predictable. Controllable. Men in love make stupid choices.

My phone buzzes against the marble counter, the vibration unnaturally loud in the silence.

Subject exited therapy 4:47 PM. Proceeded to Shaw Industries. Departed with boyfriend 7:23 PM. Returned to his residence. Photos attached.

I open them with a swipe, my heart rate picking up despite myself. Elena and Declan leaving his building, the golden hour light making them look like they're in some goddamn romance movie. She's laughing at something he said, looking up at him with those wide, adoring eyes—the same naïve wonder that probably charmed him from the start.

And Declan—god, Declan looks happy. Relaxed. The tension he always carried in his shoulders completely gone. The way he used to look with me before I made the mistake of being honest, before I told him the power dynamic didn't feel equal, before I admitted I wanted more than just bedroom games and pretty collars.

Before he threw me away for this child.

I zoom in on their joined hands, analyzing every point of contact. The comfort. The ease. His thumb traces circles on her wrist—something he used to do to me.

It should be me. Would still be me if I'd just kept my mouth shut, kept playing the perfect submissive instead of admitting I wanted partnership, respect, a seat at the actual table instead of kneeling beneath it.

"Vivian?" Adrian knocks softly, tentatively. "You okay in there?"

I delete the photos with quick taps, watching them disappear into digital oblivion. I arrange my face into soft affection, smoothing away the fury like wrinkles in silk. When I open the door, my expression is perfectly calibrated—vulnerable but not weak, tired but still beautiful.

He's standing there in his boxers, concern etched into every line of his face. Caring. Present. He really does love me—I can see it in how his eyes search mine for signs of distress, how his hand comes up automatically to cup my cheek.

"I'm fine." I kiss him gently, tasting toothpaste and tenderness. "Just tired."

"Come to bed. Let me hold you." The words are gentle, almost pleading.

I let him pull me back to the bedroom, our feet silent on the plush carpet. Let him tuck me against his chest protectively, possessively. Like I'm his.

"I've been thinking," he says quietly, his voice rumbling through his chest into my ear. "About us. About the future."

Oh god, not this conversation. My stomach tightens, but I keep my breathing even.

"What about it?" I keep my voice carefully neutral, curious but not eager.

"I know we said this started as... mutual revenge. A partnership." He tilts my chin up with gentle fingers, forcing me to meet his eyes. "But it's become more than that. For me at least. I'm in love with you, Vivian. Really in love. And I want you to know—whatever happens with Declan and Elena, whatever we do or don't do—I'm with you. For real."

His eyes are so earnest. So genuine. Completely unguarded in a way that makes something squirm uncomfortably in my chest.

It would almost be touching if it wasn't so pathetically convenient.

"I love you too," I whisper, letting my voice crack slightly at the edges. I let my eyes get a little misty—not enough to cry, just enough to shimmer. "I never expected to feel this way again after Declan. But you... you make me happy."

His whole face lights up like I've given him the world. "Yeah?"

"Yeah." I kiss him with deliberate softness, pouring tenderness I don't feel into the press of lips against lips. Sweet and gentle and everything he wants.

When I pull back, he's smiling—completely, utterly believing me. So easy to read, so desperate to be loved that he can't see the performance.

"So what do we do?" he asks, fingers tracing idle patterns on my shoulder. "About them?"

"What do you mean?"

"The plan. The revenge. Is that still what you want? Or..." He hesitates, and I can almost see him weighing his words. "Or should we just move on? Build our own life? Forget about them?"

For a moment, I consider lying. Telling him yes, let's forget them, let's just be happy together. Taking the easy road.

But I need him motivated. Need him angry. Need him willing to cross lines I can't cross alone.

So I let tears pool in my eyes—real ones, summoned from the well of genuine rage that lives in my chest. I'm good at that.

"I want to move on," I say, my voice breaking authentically. "I want to just be happy with you and forget Declan ever existed. But Adrian..." I pause, let a tear spill over, feeling it track hot down my cheek. "Every time I see photos of them, every time I hear his name mentioned at board meetings, I remember how he threw me away like I was nothing. How he humiliated me in front of colleagues. Had me removed from the board I'd earned through years of work."

"I know, baby—" His arms tighten around me.

"And Elena—" I let anger creep into my voice like poison seeping through cracks. "She gets to just... move on? Ruin your career, cheat on him with you, nearly destroy their relationship, and now she's living in his penthouse like nothing happened? Like there weren't supposed to be consequences? Like actions don't matter?"

"It's not fair," he agrees, anger flashing hot in his eyes. Good. I feel his pulse jump beneath my palm.

"So no, I can't just move on. Not yet. Not until they understand what they did to us." I touch his chest, right over his heart, meeting his eyes with mine. "But if you want to stop, if this is too much for you, I understand. I won't hold it against you. I can't ask you to sacrifice your peace for my vendetta."

"No." His jaw sets, muscles tightening under my palms. Exactly the reaction I orchestrated. "You're right. They need to face consequences. Both of them. They don't get to just walk away clean."

"Are you sure? Because once we start down this road—"

"I'm sure. They destroyed our lives, our careers, our reputations. They don't get to just be happy while we pick up the pieces." He kisses me fiercely, hungrily. "We're in this together."

"All the way," I say, sealing the deal.

I kiss him back with manufactured passion, let him think it's about desire when really it's about cementing his commitment.

He's in. Completely in. Motivated by love for me and hatred for them—the perfect combination.

Perfect.

"So what's the plan?" he asks when we break apart, both breathing hard.

"Next week. The tech industry gala at the Plaza." I trace lazy patterns on his chest, feeling his heartbeat gradually slow. "We show up together. Looking perfect. Happy. Powerful. We remind them what they've lost. Plant seeds of doubt. Let them see we've moved on to something better." I pause, letting anticipation build. "Then we escalate from there."

"How do we escalate?"

"Leave that to me. I have ideas." I kiss his neck, tasting salt and cologne. "But right now? I just want to be with you. No planning. No revenge. No thoughts of them. Just us."

"Just us," he agrees, pulling me closer with desperate hands.

We make love—his words, not mine. Slow and tender and full of emotion that radiates off him in waves.

For him, anyway.

For me, it's just another performance. Another role in a repertoire I've perfected over years. The loving girlfriend who's building a future, who sees forever in his eyes, who trembles at his touch.

But in my head? I'm thinking about Declan.

About his hands on my body—confident, commanding, knowing exactly where to touch. His voice in my ear giving orders that made me shiver. About his hands on my body—confident, commanding, knowing exactly where to touch. His voice in my ear. The pain that made everything else disappear. How he looked at me like I was fascinating, like I was worth studying.

The power I'm going to take back, one calculated move at a time.

After, Adrian falls asleep with his arm draped around me—protective, possessive, completely believing I'm his. His breathing evens out into the deep rhythm of genuine rest, the sleep of someone with a clear conscience.

I wait, counting his breaths until I'm certain. Then I carefully extract myself from his embrace, inch by painstaking inch, and pad naked to the floor-to-ceiling window.

Manhattan glitters below like scattered diamonds on black velvet. Forty-two floors of power and money and people who don't matter, tiny lives playing out in illuminated rectangles.

Somewhere out there, Declan Shaw is sleeping beside Elena McNeil. Thinking he's happy. Thinking he's won. Thinking he's moved on to something pure and uncomplicated.

He has no idea what's coming.

I pull up my phone, the screen's cold light washing over my features. I open the encrypted folder—the one even Adrian doesn't know exists.

Photos of Elena's daily routine scroll past my thumb. Her therapy schedule, appointments listed with clinical precision. Her coffee shop, the same order every time. Her friends, their addresses and weaknesses documented. Every detail of her boring little life, documented and ready to weaponize when the moment comes.

And my favorite: fabricated medical records. An abortion that never happened. A pregnancy that never existed.

I've paid a small fortune to have them created—realistic enough to pass initial scrutiny. Documents showing Elena had a termination six weeks after her affair with Adrian ended. Right in that grey area where paternity would have been uncertain. Declan's baby or Adrian's—she wouldn't have known.

And she never told either of them. Just... handled it. Quietly and coldly.

It's a complete fiction. But the documents look real—the right clinic, the right dates, the right signatures from doctors who actually work there. My contact is an artist.

It's possibly the most vile thing I've ever considered doing. Fabricating something like this—something that would destroy her in Declan's eyes completely. He'd never forgive her for aborting a child that might have been his without even telling him. Never trust her again.

But truth is whatever people believe. And if these records surfaced at the right time, leaked to the right person...

Not yet. But soon. The pieces are almost in position.

First, the gala. Let Declan see me on Adrian's arm. Let him remember what we had—the chemistry, the intensity, the perfect partnership. Let Elena feel insecure and young and desperately out of her depth, surrounded by people who speak a language she's still learning.

Then we strike.

Behind me, Adrian stirs, the sheets rustling. "Vivian? Come back to bed."

I turn, arranging my face into soft affection as naturally as breathing. "Coming."

I slip back under the covers, the expensive sheets cool against my skin. I let him pull me close. Play the loving girlfriend one more time tonight.

"I'm lucky to have you," he murmurs, already half-asleep, words slurring together. "So fucking lucky."

"I'm the lucky one," I whisper into the darkness, knowing he can't see my face.

He smiles, I feel it against my hair, before drifting off completely.

I lie there in the darkness, his arm a dead weight around me, his breathing steady and oblivious. The city glows beyond the window, indifferent to the plans taking shape in this bedroom.

Adrian Collins thinks he's in love. Thinks we're partners. Thinks this thing between us is real and mutual and forever.

And I'll let him keep thinking that. For as long as he's useful. For as long as his anger and resources serve my purpose.

But when this is over? When Declan is mine again and Elena is destroyed, her reputation and spirit crushed beyond repair? When I'm back where I belong?

Adrian will learn what everyone eventually learns who gets too close.

Vivian Larson doesn't do real. Doesn't do love. Doesn't do partnerships based on anything but mutual benefit.

Vivian Larson does whatever it takes to win.

And I always, always win.

I close my eyes and smile. A real one, just for me.


PRESSURE


Iwake up sore.

Every muscle aches in that bone-deep way that tells me exactly what Declan and I did last night. Multiple times. In multiple positions. The leather cuffs. The riding crop. His hand fisted in my hair while he took me from behind, my face pressed into the mattress, his commands ringing in my ears.

The evidence is everywhere—bite marks on my shoulder, fingerprint bruises on my hips, rope burns on my wrists, a delicious tenderness between my legs that makes me shift against the silk sheets. My throat feels raw from screaming his name.

I reach up instinctively and feel the collar still fastened around my neck. The soft leather is warm against my skin, the small lock at the back a reminder that he hasn't released me yet. I'm still his, even in sleep.

"Good morning."

His voice comes from beside me, rough with sleep. I turn my head.

Declan is already awake, propped on one elbow. I know that look.

"Morning," I manage, my voice hoarse.

His hand slides down my stomach possessively, over my hip, fingers tracing the bruises he left. "How do you feel?"

"Sore."

"Good." His fingers trace the bite mark on my shoulder, then move up to the collar at my throat, hooking one finger beneath it. "I want you thinking about last night all day. About who you belong to."

"We have a board meeting in an hour."

"I know." His hand continues its path downward, between my legs, finding me already wet. "Which means we need to be quick."

"Declan—"

But he's already moving, positioning himself over me, using his knee to spread my thighs wider. The morning light cuts across his shoulders, highlighting the scratch marks I left down his back.

"Tell me you don't want this," he challenges, fingers sliding through my wetness, circling but not quite touching where I need him.

I can't. Because I do want it. Always want it. Want him.

"The meeting—"

"Will wait." He pushes inside me in one smooth, deliberate thrust that makes me gasp.

I arch off the bed, back bowing. He feels so good. Too good. The stretch and fullness after last night's intensity borders on too much.

"Hands above your head," he commands, voice dropping into that tone that brooks no argument.

I obey automatically, reaching up to grip the headboard, knuckles still tender from where the cuffs bit in last night.

He starts moving with hard, fast strokes. This isn't lovemaking. This is claiming. Reminding me who I belong to before we face the world and all its judgements.

"Look at me."

I meet his eyes. The intensity there makes me shiver. The same look he had last night when he made me count each strike of the crop.

He fucks me harder, using his grip on the collar to control my movements, to keep me exactly where he wants me. "Everyone's going to see these marks today. Everyone's going to know you're mine."

That should embarrass me. Instead, I moan, makes me tighten around him.

"Yes," I gasp.

"Say it. Say you want everyone to know."

"I want—oh god—I want everyone to know."

His rhythm gets more erratic, hips snapping against mine. He's close. "Cum," he orders, voice rough. "All over my cock."

Like my body is wired directly to his commands, I do. Shaking apart beneath him, my whole body trembling as I gasp his name.

He follows seconds later, groaning into my neck, hips stuttering as he empties himself inside me.

We stay like that for a moment. Connected. His weight pressing me into the mattress. Both breathing hard.

Then reality intrudes.

"Shit. We really do have a board meeting."

He pulls out reluctantly, glances at the clock on the nightstand. "Forty-five minutes."

We scramble toward the bathroom. His shower is massive—all marble and rainfall showerheads, easily big enough for both of us with room to spare. Steam fills the space as the hot water cascades down.

I'm trying to wash quickly when his hands slide around my waist from behind, pulling me back against his chest.

"Declan, we don't have time—"

"I know. Just let me touch you."

So I do. Let him run his hands over my body, memorizing every curve, every mark he left. Let him wash my hair, his fingers gentle on my scalp—such a contrast to how rough he was hours ago.

Moments like this—quiet, tender—are rare lately. Everything has been high-stress, high-stakes since Vivian and Adrian emerged as threats.

"Are you nervous?" I ask, tilting my head back against his shoulder. "About the board meeting?"

"No. Annoyed, maybe. But not nervous."

"Patricia is going to push back. You know she is."

"Let her. The company isn't for sale."

I turn in his arms, water streaming between us. "What if she has votes? What if the board—"

"Then I fight. But Elena, I'm not letting them force me into a merger with Apex. Not after everything."

I nod, trying to believe him, trying to draw strength from his certainty.

We finish showering and move to the bedroom to dress. The morning sun streams through the floor-to-ceiling windows, Manhattan spread out below us like a glittering promise.

I choose carefully—charcoal skirt suit, silk blouse, conservative heels. Professional veneer to hide all the ways I'm still his beneath the surface.

Then I see the hickey on my neck. Dark purple, impossible to miss, sitting just above where the collar was an hour ago.

"Declan."

"Hmm?" He's buttoning his shirt at the closet, not looking.

"You left a mark. A very visible mark."

He glances over, sees it, smiles with unmistakable satisfaction. "So I did."

"I can't go to a board meeting like this."

"Why not?"

"Because it's unprofessional!"

"It's a hickey, not a scarlet letter."

"Same thing in a boardroom full of people who already question my qualifications."

I grab concealer from the vanity, start trying to cover it. But it's too dark, too fresh. The makeup just slides off, making it look worse.

Declan appears behind me in the mirror, watching my futile efforts with amusement dancing in his eyes.

"You're wasting your time."

"I'm trying to maintain some dignity."

"You have dignity. You also have proof that you're loved. Desired." His hands settle on my hips, pulling me back against him. "Stop trying to hide it."

"Easy for you to say. You're not the 25-year-old former intern everyone's judging."

Something flashes in his eyes—anger, protectiveness. "Is that what this is about? What they think?"

"Partly."

"Elena." He turns me to face him, hands firm on my shoulders. "I don't give a fuck what they think. You're brilliant. You earned your position. And if they can't see past your age or our relationship, that's their problem. Not yours."

I want to believe him. Want to have his confidence, his certainty.

But I've spent the last year being scrutinized. Questioned. Judged. Every decision dissected, every success attributed to sleeping with the boss.

"Just... try to keep the visible marking to areas I can cover with clothes?" I suggest. "For professional settings?"

He considers this, jaw working. "Fine. But everywhere else is fair game."

"Deal."

We finish dressing in silence, both thinking about what's coming. He fastens his cufflinks—platinum, expensive, perfectly him. I slip on my heels and grab my briefcase.

Twenty minutes later, we're in his car heading to Shaw Industries. His driver navigates morning traffic smoothly.

Manhattan slides past the tinted windows—early morning chaos, people rushing to work on crowded sidewalks, completely unaware that we're heading into battle.

"Whatever Patricia says today," Declan starts, his hand finding mine on the leather seat between us, "don't take it personally."

"How can I not? This is all about me. My affair. My age. My—"

"It's about them being scared. Apex is targeting us, and they want someone to blame. You're convenient."

"That's supposed to make me feel better?"

"It's supposed to prepare you. Patricia can be ruthless when she's protecting the company. It's why she's on the board."

I nod, stomach tight with anxiety, grateful I didn't try to eat breakfast.

We arrive at Shaw Industries—all steel and glass, reflecting the morning sun. We take the private elevator to the executive floor, rising in silence.

Marcus is already waiting in Declan's office, coffee in hand, expression grim. He's always early, always prepared.

"Morning," he says. Then he notices my high collar, the way I'm holding myself carefully, moving like everything hurts. A small, knowing smile crosses his face but he says nothing.

Thank god for Marcus. He sees everything but judges nothing.

"What's the damage?" Declan asks, settling behind his massive desk.

I sit in the chair across from him, accidentally shifting wrong. A wince escapes before I can stop it.

Definitely sore.

Marcus notices, the smile widening fractionally before he schools his features. "Lost three more accounts over the weekend."

Declan's expression darkens, the easy morning mood evaporating. "Which ones?"

"Morrison, Caldwell Corp, and Phoenix Tech."

I feel the blood drain from my face. Those are major clients. Seven figures each. Companies we've worked with for years.

"How?" Declan demands, voice sharp.

Marcus slides documentation across the polished desk. "Apex undercut us by thirty percent on all three bids. They're not trying to compete profitably. They're trying to bleed us dry."

Declan reads through the papers, jaw tightening with each page, knuckles going white where he grips the documents.

"This doesn't make business sense," I observe, trying to focus on strategy instead of guilt. "They're losing money on these contracts."

"Which tells you it's not about money," Marcus says. "It's about revenge."

Guilt floods through me.

This is my fault. If I hadn't cheated with Adrian, if I hadn't driven Vivian away—

"Stop," Declan says without looking up from the documents.

"What?"

"Whatever you're thinking. Stop."

"You don't know what I'm thinking."

"You're thinking this is your fault. It's not. Vivian and Adrian are vindictive, bitter people who can't accept that life moved on without them. Their choices are not your responsibility."

Marcus nods in agreement. "He's right. This is corporate warfare fueled by personal grudges. It's not about you specifically, Elena."

But it feels like it's about me. It feels like everything is about me.

"How many total?" I ask quietly. "Clients lost to Apex?"

"Seven major accounts. Multiple smaller ones." Marcus pulls up a spreadsheet on his tablet, the numbers glowing blue. "In three months, we've lost approximately one billion in annual revenue to them."

The number is staggering.

"And the board knows this?" I ask.

"Patricia called the emergency meeting specifically to address it. That's in—" Marcus checks his watch, "—ninety minutes."

After Marcus leaves to prepare, Declan and I sit in heavy silence. The city hums fifty-two floors below us, oblivious.

I can feel him watching me.

"Say it," I finally prompt.

"Say what?"

"Whatever you're thinking. You've got that look."

He leans back in his chair, fingers steepled. "Patricia is going to suggest you step back. Probably remove you from client-facing roles. Maybe suspend you until this situation with Apex resolves."

"Would that help? Tactically?"

"No. Because this isn't about tactics. It's about optics. About them feeling like they're doing something, taking action, showing strength."

"So we refuse."

"I refuse. You don't have to do anything."

"Declan—"

"Elena, I mean it. This is my company, my board, my decision. You don't carry this."

But I already am carrying it. Have been carrying it since the affair. Since Natasha. Since every scandal that's touched our relationship like a curse.

His hand reaches across the desk, palm up. An offering.

I take it, threading our fingers together.

"We've survived worse," he says quietly.

"Have we?"

"Natasha kidnapped me and tried to rape me. You saved my life. This is just corporate drama."

"This is your legacy. Your company. Everything you've built since you were younger than I am now."

"And you're more important than all of it."

His office door opens—Marcus returning with more documents, a tablet, his ever-present efficiency.

I pull my hand back quickly. Professional distance.

But under the conference table during the pre-meeting briefing, Declan's hand finds my thigh. Grips possessively while discussing quarterly projections with Marcus, his thumb stroking small circles through my skirt.

Higher. Deliberate. A reminder of this morning, of last night, of who I belong to.

I shift slightly, hyper-aware of his touch, trying to focus on revenue reports and market analysis while his fingers creep higher.

I press my legs together.

His hand tightens, fingers digging in slightly.

"Elena? Thoughts on the Phoenix Tech loss?"

Marcus is looking at me expectantly, waiting.

Shit. I wasn't listening.

"Sorry, can you repeat the question?"

He does, and I force myself to focus. To engage professionally even though Declan's hand is now dangerously high on my thigh, fingers tracing the edge of my panties beneath my skirt.

This man is going to be the death of me.

The board meeting is exactly as brutal as expected.

Patricia Chen sits at the head of the long mahogany table—elegant in her sixties, sharp-eyed, ruthless in her protection of the company. She built her career in hostile takeovers and doesn't suffer weakness.

"We've lost seven major clients in three months," she doesn't waste time with pleasantries, no small talk. "All to Apex Industries. This is targeted corporate warfare, and we need to address it."

Declan outlines the defensive strategy—protecting remaining clients, aggressive new business development, competitive pricing where it makes sense without gutting our margins.

"That's reactive," Patricia interrupts. "What about proactive measures?"

"Such as?"

"Apex approached us three weeks ago about a potential merger. Perhaps we should reconsider."

The boardroom goes still.

All eyes turn to me. To us. The judgement is palpable.

"We're not merging with them," Declan says flatly, no room for negotiation in his tone.

"Even if it protects jobs? Shareholder value? The company's future?"

"This isn't about business. It's personal revenge disguised as competition. And we don't reward that behavior."

Another board member—Gerald, late fifties, traditional to his core—leans forward. "With all due respect, Declan, the personal and professional are clearly intertwined here. Adrian Collins was fired from this company after an affair with—" He glances at me, eyes cold. "—with Elena. Vivian Larson was removed from this board after exposing your relationship. Their actions at Apex are retaliatory."

"Which is exactly why we don't negotiate," Declan responds. "We don't show weakness."

Patricia's expression doesn't change, but I can see her mind working. "I'm not suggesting Elena should leave the company. But we need to acknowledge that her presence—her history with Adrian—is being weaponized against us."

My stomach drops.

Here it comes.

"We should consider," Patricia continues, choosing her words, "temporarily removing Elena from client-facing roles. Just until this situation stabilizes."

"Absolutely not," Declan says immediately.

"It's a practical solution—"

"It's capitulation. Apex wants us to hide, to look weak, to sacrifice our own people. We're not doing that."

"Then what do you suggest?" another board member asks.

"We fight. We protect our clients, pursue new business aggressively, and make it clear that Shaw Industries doesn't make personnel decisions based on outside pressure."

Gerald shakes his head. "That's admirable. But is it practical? Elena's a talented strategist, no question. But her presence gives Apex ammunition. Every client pitch, every meeting—they'll use her against us."

"Then we'll deal with it," Declan says.

The meeting continues for another forty minutes. Tense. Difficult. Every word feeling like walking through a minefield.

Several board members echo Patricia's suggestion about me stepping back, each variation feeling like another cut.

Declan refuses every one.

By the time we're dismissed, I feel stripped bare.

Under the table, Declan's hand found mine halfway through. Squeezed once, hard enough to ground me.

I squeezed back, holding on like a lifeline.

That small gesture—hidden, private, just between us—kept me from falling apart completely.

Back in his office, I'm shaking from everything—the adrenaline, the anger, the humiliation.

"That was brutal," I manage.

"It's going to get worse before it gets better."

I move to the floor-to-ceiling window, staring out at Manhattan spread below us. Fifty-two floors down, the city moves on, completely unaware of the war being waged in this building.

"Maybe they're right," I say quietly. "Maybe I should step back—"

"Elena—"

"I'm a liability. You can't deny that. My presence gives them ammunition, gives the board ammunition, gives our competitors something to point to. If I wasn't here—"

He's behind me in seconds, hands tight on my hips.

"Stop."

"I'm serious, Declan. If I'm hurting the company—"

He spins me around roughly, backing me against the cold glass.

"You want to know what happens if you leave?" His voice is low and dangerous, the same tone he uses when I've broken a rule.

"What?"

"I lose my fucking mind. That's what happens."

He kisses me before I can respond—demanding, punishing, using his mouth to silence every protest.

His hands are everywhere—my waist, my thighs, sliding up under my skirt with clear intent.

"Declan, the door—"

"I don't care."

And he clearly doesn't. The door is unlocked, his assistant just outside. Anyone could walk in—Marcus, a board member, anyone.

His hands find my panties, yanking them aside roughly enough that I hear fabric tear.

"Tell me you understand," he breathes against my mouth. "Tell me you're not leaving."

"I understand—oh god—"

He pushes inside me without warning, and I gasp at the intrusion, still sore from this morning.

The window is cold against my back, the city spread out below us like we're on top of the world. Anyone in the buildings across could see if they looked closely enough.

"Say it again," he demands, starting to move with hard, deliberate thrusts.

"I'm not leaving—"

"Again."

"I'm not—fuck—I'm not leaving—"

He fucks me hard against the glass, one hand wrapping around my throat. Perfect pressure. Just enough to remind me who's in control.

"Everyone's going to see these marks today," he says, voice rough. "Everyone's going to know you're mine. That you're staying. That they don't get to drive you away."

The filthiness of it makes me ache.

"Yes," I gasp against his palm.

"Say it. Say you want everyone to know."

"I want—oh fuck—I want everyone to know."

His rhythm gets more erratic, hips snapping against mine with increasing urgency. He's so close.

"Cum," he orders. "Right now, with me"

The orgasm hits us both. I'm shaking, gasping his name, and he's groaning mine, hips jerking as he finishes.

We stay pressed together for a long moment. Both breathing hard. Both coming down. His forehead rests against mine, his hand still gentle on my throat.

Finally, he pulls out carefully.

My legs are shaking. I'm not sure I can stand without the window supporting me.

He holds me steady, then helps me straighten my clothes with gentle hands. Smooths my skirt. Fixes my hair. Adjusts my blouse.

He's tender now, careful, so different from moments ago.

"We're going to get through this," he says quietly.

I nod, not trusting my voice yet.

"Elena. Look at me."

I do.

"I meant what I said. You're not going anywhere. I don't care what the board says, what Patricia suggests, what Apex does. You're staying. With me. Here."

"Okay," I whisper.

"Okay."

He kisses me softly this time. Then moves to his desk, pulls tissues from a drawer, helps me clean up quickly.

We're composing ourselves, trying to look professional again, when Marcus knocks.

Declan calls him in.

Marcus enters, tactfully not looking directly at either of us, eyes carefully on his tablet. But I catch the slight smile playing at his mouth.

He knows exactly what we were doing.

"You need to see this," Marcus says, showing us his phone.

Press release from Apex Industries. The headline alone is enough to make me feel ill.

I read it, dread building with every line.

Apex Industries is pleased to announce the professional and personal partnership of co-CEO Vivian Larson and VP of Strategy Adrian Cole. "We're building something special here," Larson stated. "Both professionally and personally. Adrian and I are committed to taking Apex to new heights."

Below: a professional photo of them at an upscale restaurant. Vivian is stunning in red, Adrian polished in a tailored suit. They look powerful. United. Perfect. Like they belong together.

The headline: "Power Couple Takes on the Industry: Vivian Larson and Adrian Collins Unite at Apex"

I stare at Adrian's face in the photo, trying to reconcile it with the man I knew.

Six months ago, he was texting me. Trying to reconnect. Apologizing for the affair, for how it ended.

Now he's with Vivian. My boyfriend's ex-fiancée.

It shouldn't bother me.

It does.

"Elena?"

Declan's hand finds the back of my neck. His grip grounds me.

"I'm fine."

"You're not."

"I will be."

I force myself to read the rest of the article. It's all corporate speak and professional posturing, carefully crafted PR. But the subtext is clear as glass.

They're coming for us.

"There's more," Marcus says. "They've confirmed attendance at the Tech Innovation Gala next Friday."

Declan doesn't hesitate. "So will we."

"Are you sure that's wise? Putting all four of you in the same room?"

"We're not hiding. That's what they want—for us to look weak, scared, broken." Declan looks at me. "We show up looking untouchable."

"Agreed," I say, even though my stomach is churning with anxiety. "We don't give them the satisfaction."

Marcus nods slowly, already thinking logistics. "I'll coordinate with event security. Make sure there are protocols in case things get... heated."

After he leaves, Declan and I look at each other across his desk.

"A week," I say.

He nods.

"They're going to try something. At the gala. Something public, something calculated."

"Probably."

"Are we ready for that?"

He pulls me close, wrapping his arms around me. "We're going to have to be."

That evening, back at his penthouse apartment, we order Thai food from his favorite place.

Neither of us eats much. The containers sit half-empty on the coffee table, getting cold.

I keep checking my phone—the press coverage is everywhere. Social media is brutal, a feeding frenzy.

Comments about my age, my affair with Adrian, questioning my qualifications, speculating about how I "really" got my position at Shaw Industries.

Gold digger

Slept her way to the top

He's old enough to be her father

She destroyed two careers and faces no consequences

That's what happens when you're hot and willing

Each one cuts.

"Stop reading that," Declan says from the couch, watching me.

"I can't help it."

"Yes, you can." He crosses to where I'm standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows, takes my phone gently, sets it face-down on the marble counter. "You're torturing yourself."

"They're not wrong. About some of it."

"They're vultures picking at a scandal they don't understand, creating narratives that fit their biases. Their opinions mean nothing."

He pulls me onto the couch beside him, into the warmth of his body. I curl against his chest, trying to absorb his certainty, his unshakeable confidence.

"One week," he says again, fingers threading through my hair. "We just have to get through one week."

"And then what?"

"And then we see what they're really planning. Call their bluff or prepare for actual war."

I close my eyes, breathing in his scent. One week until the gala.

Seven days until we're in the same room as Vivian and Adrian.

Seven days to prepare for whatever they're planning.

It feels both too long and not long enough.

We migrate to the bedroom around ten, both exhausted from the day. The emotional toll more draining than any physical exertion.

I'm brushing my teeth, staring at my reflection in the bathroom mirror—at the fading hickey, the shadows under my eyes—when my phone buzzes in the other room.

"Can you check that?" I call to Declan.

Silence.

Then: "Elena. Come here." Something in his voice makes my blood run cold.

I rush to the bedroom, toothbrush still in hand. He's sitting on the edge of the bed, holding my phone, face dark with fury.

"What is it?"

He turns the screen toward me.

Unknown number.

Text message: Enjoying your little victory? The board meeting? Don't. Next week everything changes. See you at the gala. - V

Below the text: a photo.

Me. Leaving Dr. Lang's office yesterday afternoon, completely unaware I was being watched. The angle is clear, deliberate—someone was waiting, watching.

Someone photographed me at my therapist's office.

Someone has been following me.

"Oh my god." The toothbrush drops from my hand.

Declan is already moving, forwarding the message to himself, his movements sharp with controlled anger. "I'm calling security first thing tomorrow. And our lawyers."

"Will that help?"

"It documents the harassment. Builds a case if we need it, establishes a pattern." He looks at me, expression fierce and protective. "She's been surveilling you. We need to know how deep this goes."

I sink onto the bed, legs suddenly weak, the room tilting slightly.

"She's escalating."

"I know."

"What if she does something at the gala? Something public and humiliating? Something we can't recover from?"

"Then we handle it." He sits beside me, pulling me close. "You're not facing her alone. Whatever she tries, I'm right there beside you."

I nod, trying to believe it, trying to draw strength from his certainty.

We lie down together, but neither of us sleeps well. I can feel him awake beside me, mind working through scenarios, planning countermoves.

And I lie staring at the ceiling, watching shadows shift cross the surface, thinking about that photo.

About Vivian's message.

About the gala in seven days.

Everything changes.

What does that mean?

What is she planning?

And are we ready for it?

I close my eyes and try to sleep.

But all I can see is that photo. Evidence that Vivian Larson is watching. Waiting. Planning something that makes her confident enough to taunt us.


STRATEGY


Iwake to Adrian's hand sliding up my thigh.

"Good morning," he murmurs, voice still rough with sleep.

I keep my eyes closed, let him think I'm still drowsy and pliant. The perfect submissive waking to her dominant's touch.

His fingers trace higher, between my legs. Finding me already wet—because I prepared for this. Used lube before he woke up. I can't rely on my body to cooperate with the performance.

"So ready for me," he says, pleased with himself.

I make a sleepy sound of agreement.

He moves down the bed, spreading my legs. His mouth replaces his fingers.

I arch my back, grip his hair, moan at the appropriate moments.

He's not bad at this, objectively. Knows where to lick, how much pressure. But I feel nothing except the mechanics of it.

Still, I perform perfectly.

"Adrian," I gasp. "Oh god, yes."

He works harder, encouraged. Slides two fingers inside me while his tongue focuses on my clit.

I let it build—the performance of building. Breathing faster. Thighs trembling. Fingers tightening in his hair.

"Cum on my lips," he commands against my flesh.

I do. Spectacularly. Back arching off the bed, his name torn from my throat, body shuddering.

All fake.

All perfect.

He crawls back up my body, looking satisfied.

I run my fingers through his hair, playing the role.

"You're so good to me." I say.

Pathetic. But useful.

He kisses me, and I taste myself on his lips. Another thing I've learned to tolerate.

"I want to tie you up today," he says. "Before work. Quick scene. I need to see you bound for me."

My stomach turns. But I smile. "Yes, master."

He practically springs out of bed, eager. Retrieves rope from his nightstand—navy blue, soft cotton, expensive.

I position myself as he wants—on my back, arms above my head.

He ties my wrists to the headboard. His knots are adequate. Functional. Nothing like the intricate patterns Declan used to create.

Don't think about Declan right now.

"How does that feel?" Adrian asks.

"Good, Master. Perfect."

He tests the bonds, then spreads my legs, tying each ankle to the footboard.

Now I'm completely exposed. Vulnerable.

It should make me feel something—arousal, fear, anything.

I feel nothing except mild impatience. I have a nine AM meeting.

"So beautiful like this," Adrian says, running his hands over my body. "Completely mine."

He retrieves something else from the nightstand—a leather paddle. Small, decorative, utterly insufficient for real impact play.

"I'm going to spank you," he announces. "Ten strikes. Count them."

"Yes, master."

He positions me—still bound but turned slightly so he can access my ass.

The first strike lands. Gentle. Barely stinging.

"One," I say.

He continues. Each strike measured and controlled, never hard enough to actually hurt.

By strike seven, I'm bored.

Declan would have had me crying by now. Begging. Genuinely overwhelmed.

This is choreography. Performance. A dominant playing at dominance.

"Ten," I finally say.

Adrian sets down the paddle, runs his hand over my ass. "You took that so well, baby. Your skin is so pink."

Barely. But I make appreciative sounds.

He unties my ankles, positions himself between my legs. Enters me in one smooth thrust.

I gasp appropriately.

He fucks me while I'm still bound—hands gripping my hips, rhythm steady.

"You love being fucked like this, don't you?"

"Yes," I gasp out.

"Say it. Tell me you love being my little slut."

"I love it. I love being your slut."

He comes with a groan, collapsing on top of me.

Only then does he untie my wrists.

I stretch, letting circulation return, while he catches his breath beside me.

"That was incredible," he says.

"It was," I agree.

It was pedestrian. Vanilla pretending to be kinky.

But he believes me. That's what matters.

We shower separately—my preference. I need space from the performance.

In the bathroom, I stare at my reflection.

Red marks on my wrists from the rope. Faint pink on my ass from the paddle.

Nothing compared to what Declan used to give me. The real marks. The real pain. The real submission that I had to fake enjoying.

At least with Adrian, the fakery is easier. He's so convinced of his dominance that he doesn't notice my performance.

I dress to intimidate—Armani suit in charcoal, Louboutin heels, Cartier watch. Hair sleek. Makeup perfect. Every piece deliberate.

Adrian emerges from his shower, wrapped in a towel, and immediately tries to kiss my neck.

"Not now, I just fixed my makeup."

He pulls back, hurt flickering across his face.

I soften it immediately. Can't afford to alienate him yet.

"Tonight," I promise, touching his arm. "I promise. But we have a big day. The press release is everywhere. We need to capitalize on the momentum."

He accepts this. He always accepts my excuses.

"You're right. Tonight."

I watch him dress—expensive suit, designer shoes. He's handsome, objectively. Successful. Any woman would be lucky to have him.

Any woman who actually wanted him.

He catches me watching, smiles. "See something you like?"

I cross to him, trail a finger down his chest. "Always. You're mine, remember? When you see photos of her today—when you see them together—remember that she's past. I'm present."

He pulls me close, kisses me desperately. "You're everything."

No. I'm convenient. But you'll figure that out too late.

We arrive at Apex separately—my rule. Professional boundaries in public.

The office is buzzing when I enter. Our press release from yesterday is everywhere. Tech blogs. Business journals. Social media.

My assistant intercepts me before I reach my office. "Ms. Larson, you're trending on Twitter. And there are seventeen interview requests."

"Decline them all. We're not doing a press tour. The announcement speaks for itself."

"Yes, ma'am. Also, Mr. Hendricks wants to see you at nine-thirty."

I keep my expression neutral. "Tell him I'll be there."

In my office, I pull up the coverage.

Every article mentions us. The "power couple." The "dynamic duo" taking on Shaw Industries.

But more importantly, every article mentions her.

Elena McNeil. Age 25. Former intern. Affair with previous VP. Questions about qualifications. Speculation about how she "really" got her position.

The comments are vicious.

Gold digger

Homewrecker

She destroyed two careers and faces zero consequences

Declan Shaw is old enough to be her father

I screenshot my favorites. Save them to a folder labeled "Motivation."

This is working exactly as planned.

At nine, I have a strategy meeting with our executive team.

Adrian is already there, along with our CFO, CMO, and head of business development.

"Let's review the Shaw situation," I start, pulling up slides. "We've successfully acquired seven major clients in three months. Morrison, Caldwell Corp, Phoenix Tech—"

Our CFO interrupts. "At a cost of 800 million dollars."

"Excuse me?"

"We've spent eight -hundred million dollars acquiring these clients by undercutting Shaw's pricing. Our margins on these contracts are negative thirty percent."

I keep my expression neutral. "It's an investment. Short-term loss for long-term gain."

"What long-term gain?"

"Destroying Shaw's market position. Once they're weakened enough, we acquire them for a fraction of their value."

The CFO looks skeptical. "That's a very expensive gamble, Ms. Larson."

"It's a calculated strategy. Trust me."

"Mr. Hendricks is asking the same questions. The board wants ROI projections."

"I'll handle Maxwell," I say firmly. "The strategy stays."

Adrian shifts in his seat. I can feel his discomfort from across the table.

After the meeting, he follows me to my office.

"Close the door," I say.

He does, then turns to face me. "Eight-hundred million dollars, Vivian? I didn't realize we were bleeding that much money."

"It's necessary."

"Is it? Or are we just... destroying them because we can?"

I study him carefully. "Having second thoughts?"

"I'm just wondering if there's an endgame here. Or if we're going to bankrupt Apex in pursuit of revenge."

"There's an endgame. Acquiring Shaw Industries at below-market value. Becoming the dominant player in the industry. Everything we've worked for."

"And what about after? After we've destroyed them?"

"Then we build something real. You and me." I cross to him, slide my arms around his neck. "Together. Isn't that what you want?"

He softens immediately. "Yes. That's what I want."

"Then trust me. One more week. After the gala, everything changes."

He kisses me, and I let him. Another performance. Another moment of pretending I feel something.

When he leaves, I check my watch. 9:25. Time to face Maxwell.

Maxwell Hendricks' office is on the top floor—corner office, floor-to-ceiling windows, view of the Hudson.

He built Apex from scratch fifteen years ago. Made it into a legitimate competitor in the tech consulting space. He's in his late fifties now, silver hair, expensive suit, the kind of polished executive who radiates controlled power.

He hired me eight months ago as Co-CEO of Strategic Operations. Said he wanted my "insider knowledge of Shaw Industries." Said he admired my strategic thinking.

What he really wanted was someone willing to play dirty while he maintained plausible deniability.

"Vivian. Sit."

I sit across from his massive desk, arranging my expression into professional confidence.

"The press coverage is excellent," I start. "We're being positioned as the dynamic new player—"

"Eight-hundred million dollars."

I pause.

"The CFO briefed me this morning. Eight-hundred million in losses over three months. Negative thirty percent margins on the Shaw accounts." He leans back, studying me. "When you pitched me this strategy, you said short-term investment for long-term dominance. But the timeline keeps extending. When do we see returns?"

"After the Tech Innovation Gala. Friday night. That's when everything shifts."

"Shifts how?"

"Shaw's board is already questioning Declan's leadership. His relationship with Elena McNeil has created internal fractures. One more public crisis and the board will force changes. That's when we move in—acquire them at below-market value, eliminate the competition entirely."

Maxwell is silent for a long moment. "And this public crisis you're planning?"

"Strategic exposure of existing problems. I'm not creating scandals—I'm revealing them."

"The board is nervous, Vivian. They approved aggressive tactics, but eight-hundred million is substantial. They want assurances."

"Tell them to trust the process. By this time next month, we'll own Shaw's client base and Declan Shaw will be—" I catch myself. "—out of the picture."

His eyes narrow slightly. "This is business, not personal. You understand that distinction?"

"Of course."

"Because from where I'm sitting, this looks increasingly personal. The press coverage mentions your previous engagement to Declan Shaw. People are speculating about motivations."

"Let them speculate. As long as we deliver results, motivation is irrelevant."

Maxwell leans forward. "Friday. You have until Friday to show me this was worth eight-hundred million dollars. If the gala doesn't produce the shift you're promising, the board will reconsider the entire Shaw strategy. Understood?"

"Understood."

"And Vivian? Keep the personal vendetta out of my company. I don't care about your history with Declan Shaw. I care about Apex's market position. Don't confuse the two."

I stand, smooth my skirt. "I never confuse business and personal, Maxwell. That's why you hired me."

"Let's hope you're right."

Back in my office, I close the door and let the mask slip for just a moment.

Maxwell is watching. The board is nervous. I have until Friday to deliver results or they'll shut down the entire operation.

Which means Friday has to be perfect.

No room for error.

No second chances.

I lock the door, pull out a different folder from my desk drawer. This one isn't digital. Can't risk anyone finding it accidentally.

Inside: surveillance photos of Elena McNeil.

Dozens of them. Weeks of documentation.

Elena leaving her therapist's office every Tuesday at 4:45 PM.

Elena at a coffee shop in Tribeca every Saturday morning.

Elena meeting her old roommate Sienna for dinner every Wednesday.

Elena leaving Shaw Industries with Declan, holding hands, laughing.

I spread the photos across my desk like tarot cards. Reading her life. Her patterns. Her vulnerabilities.

She's boring. Predictable. Her entire world is work, therapy, and Declan.

Perfect.

Boring means isolated. Means no support system beyond him. Means when I destabilize her relationship with Declan, she has nothing else to fall back on.

My phone buzzes. Text from my PI.

Lunch? I have updates.

I meet him at a discreet French restaurant in Midtown. Corner table. Quiet.

Matthew Dalton—mid-forties, attractive in a dangerous way, former NYPD detective turned private investigator. Expensive but worth it.

He slides a thick folder across the table.

"Three weeks of surveillance," he says. "Daily routines, therapy appointments, social interactions, everything."

I flip through it. More photos. Detailed logs. Even credit card records—how the hell did he get those?

"She's incredibly boring," Matthew observes. "Work, therapy, boyfriend. That's her entire life."

"Boring is vulnerable."

"What exactly are you planning?"

I look up at him. "That's not your concern. Your job is surveillance and documentation. Let me handle strategy."

"This is a lot of surveillance for 'documentation.' You could get in legal trouble. Harassment. Stalking charges."

"Only if anyone finds out." I meet his eyes. "And you're very good at discretion. That's why I pay you so well."

He leans back, studying me. "You're not just building a case. You're planning something specific."

"The Tech Innovation Gala is Friday. I need you there. Discreet security. Make sure no one interferes with what I'm planning."

"What are you planning?"

"You'll know when it happens."

He shakes his head slightly. "You're playing a dangerous game, Ms. Larson."

"Only if I lose. And I don't lose."

Something shifts in his expression. Interest. Attraction.

"You know," he says, voice lower, "if you ever need anything else... I'm available."

Ah. There it is.

I consider the angle. Having him attracted to me makes him easier to manipulate. More likely to cross lines.

I lean forward slightly, let my blouse gap just enough. "I'll keep that in mind."

His eyes darken, dropping briefly to my chest before returning to my face.

"The gala," I say, all business again. "Eight PM at the Plaza. I want you positioned where you can document everything. Especially any interactions between me and Declan Shaw."

"Why?"

"Insurance. Documentation. Evidence that he approached me, not the other way around."

Matthew nods slowly. "You're setting him up for something."

"I'm protecting myself. There's a difference."

After lunch, back at Apex, I have back-to-back meetings until four.

Client presentations. Investor calls. Board updates.

Everything is proceeding as expected. Apex's profile is rising. We're becoming serious players in the industry.

But Maxwell's warning echoes in my head.

Friday. You have until Friday.

My CFO corners me after the last meeting. "Vivian, we need to talk about the Shaw strategy."

"Not now."

"Now. The board is asking questions. They want ROI projections. A timeline for when we stop hemorrhaging money on below-cost contracts."

"Tell them it's a long-term play."

"They want specifics. Numbers. Not vague assurances. Maxwell wants a board presentation Monday morning if Friday doesn't deliver results."

I turn to face him fully. "Then make something up. I don't care. But we're not stopping. We're not easing up. We continue exactly as we have been until I say otherwise. Understood?"

He looks frustrated but nods. "Understood. But Vivian, if this doesn't pay off—"

"It will pay off. Trust me."

After he leaves, I allow myself a moment of doubt.

What if the board forces my hand? What if they shut down the Shaw offensive before I'm done?

What if Maxwell fires me before I can finish this?

No.

I won't let that happen.

I didn't claw my way to Co-CEO of Apex just to be undermined by cautious accountants and nervous boards.

Friday has to work.

Has to.

That evening, I go to Adrian's apartment.

He's cooked dinner—pasta carbonara, garlic bread, wine. Trying to be romantic.

The apartment smells good. Looks good. He's even lit candles.

"This is nice," I say, meaning none of it.

We eat at his small dining table. Make small talk about work. The press coverage. The upcoming gala.

He's nervous about something. I can see it in the way he keeps refilling his wine glass. The way he won't quite meet my eyes.

"What is it?" I finally ask.

"What?"

"You're clearly anxious about something. Just say it."

He sets down his fork. "I meant what I said the other night. About us. About wanting a real future."

Oh god. He's still on this.

"I know you did."

"Do you feel the same way? I know you said you love me, but sometimes I wonder if you're really... here. With me."

I set down my own fork, reach across the table for his hand. Let concern show on my face.

"Adrian, of course I'm here. I love you. But you have to understand—after Declan, after everything he put me through, it's hard for me to fully trust again. To believe someone won't just... leave when things get complicated."

"I'm not him."

"I know that. I do. But healing takes time. And right now, with the gala coming up, with everything we're doing—I need to focus on that first. On proving to myself that I don't need Declan to feel valuable. That I can move forward."

His thumb strokes across my knuckles. "I understand. But after the gala? We talk about this seriously? About our future?"

"After the gala," I agree. "Once this chapter is closed, we can focus on us. Really focus."

"Promise?"

"I promise."

He smiles, reassured. Back under control.

He stands, pulls me up from my chair. "Let me show you how I feel."

He kisses me deeply, hands in my hair, body pressed against mine.

I respond the way he expects—arms around his neck, body pressing close.

He walks me backward toward the bedroom, never breaking the kiss.

In the bedroom, he turns me around. Unzips my dress slowly. Lets it pool at my feet.

I'm wearing matching lingerie—black lace, expensive, chosen specifically because I knew this was coming.

"Christ, you're beautiful," he breathes.

He turns me back around, drinking me in. Then he strips—suit, shirt, shoes, everything—until he's standing before me naked and already hard.

"On the bed," he says. "Face down."

I obey, arranging myself carefully.

He opens his nightstand, pulls out supplies. Rope. Blindfold. Paddle.

Here we go.

He ties my wrists together, then secures them to the headboard. The rope is soft but firm. The knots adequate but uninspired.

Then the blindfold. My world goes dark.

"I want you to focus on sensation," he says. "On feeling. On trusting me."

"Yes, master."

His hands roam my body. Back, ass, thighs. Learning my landscape.

Then I feel the paddle.

Tap tap tap. Light taps. Building anticipation.

The first real strike lands on my right ass cheek.

It stings. Mildly.

"Tell me you're a dirty slut," he demands between strikes.

"I'm a dirty slut," I gasp out on cue.

"Tell me you need to be punished."

"I need to be punished, master."

He continues, each strike measured and predictable. Never hard enough to actually hurt. Never crossing into real pain.
I say what he wants to hear, moaning appropriately. But inside? I'm bored.

Declan would have had me sobbing by now. Begging. That delicious space where pain and pleasure blur together.
This is just... tedious.

Adrian sets down the paddle. Runs his hand over my ass, which is probably pink but definitely not bruised.

"You love being used like this, don't you? Look at how wet you are from being beaten like a whore."

He unties my wrists but leaves the blindfold.

"Turn over."

I do, and he spreads my legs. Positions himself between them.

"I want you to come without me touching you," he says. "Just from me fucking you. Can you do that?"

Not a chance. But I'll fake it beautifully.

"I'll try, master."

He pushes inside me—slow, deliberate, filling me completely.

Then he starts moving. Steady rhythm. Deep strokes.

His hands grip my hips. He's focused, concentrating on his own pleasure now.

I moan at appropriate intervals. Arch my back. Tighten around him when it seems right.

"That's it," he groans. "So fucking tight."

He fucks me harder, faster. Chasing his release.

I reach down, touch myself. He doesn't notice—too lost in his own sensation.

"I'm close," he says. "Cum with me. Now."

I fake it spectacularly. Body arching, his name torn from my throat, trembling and gasping.

He comes seconds later, groaning into my neck.

We lie together, breathing hard. He removes my blindfold gently.

"That was incredible," he says.

"It was."

It was boring. Predictable. Everything I expected.

He pulls me close, strokes my hair. "I love you so much."

"I love you too."

The lie comes easily now.

He falls asleep with his arm around me, satisfied and trusting. I stare at the ceiling. My ass stings. My wrists are raw. But inside, I'm empty—no arousal, no satisfaction, nothing but the mechanical motions of playing a role.

And Maxwell's deadline breathing down my neck.

Friday. You have until Friday.

After an hour, I carefully extract myself from his embrace and grab my phone, walking quietly to the living room.

It's after midnight. The city glows beyond the windows.

I open my encrypted folder and pull up the photos of Elena again. I choose the one from her therapist's office—Tuesday afternoon. She's wearing jeans and a sweater, hair pulled back, looking tired. Vulnerable.

I open a burner phone app, untraceable and disposable, and compose a text to Elena's number:

Enjoying your little victory? The board meeting? Don't. Next week everything changes. See you at the gala. - V

I attach the photo and hover over send.

This will terrify her. Make her paranoid, make her question everything. Exactly what I want.

I hit send and watch the message deliver.

Satisfaction flickers through me. That's right, Elena. Be scared. Wonder what else I know, what I'm planning. Question everything—your safety, your relationship, your place in Declan's world. By Friday, you'll be so insecure, so fragile, you'll shatter at the first confrontation.

I delete the burner app and clear my history

Behind me, floorboards creak.

"Vivian?"

Adrian emerges from the bedroom, still half-asleep.

I close my phone and turn with a soft smile.

"Couldn't sleep. Too excited about everything."

He crosses to me, wrapping his arms around me from behind. We stand looking out at Manhattan together.

"Next week it'll all be over," he says. "The revenge, the competition, all of it. Then we can just be happy."

"Mmm."

"I can't wait. Just you and me. Building something real."

It will never be over. Not until I win.

Not until Declan Shaw is mine again.

Not until Elena McNeil is destroyed completely.

"Come back to bed," he murmurs against my hair.

"Okay."

I let him lead me back to the bedroom. Let him pull me close. Let him believe I'm his.


FRACTURE


I wake up alone.

The bed beside me is cold—she's been gone awhile.

On her pillow, a note: Early meeting, didn't want to wake you. - V

I lie there for a moment, staring at the ceiling, trying to shake the feeling that something's wrong.

Last night was good. The sex was good. Vivian was responsive, eager, said all the right things.

But there was something... off.

A distance in her eyes during aftercare. Like she was already thinking about the next thing. The next move.

"Stop overthinking," I mutter to myself.

She said she loves me. That's enough.

Isn't it?

I get up, catch my reflection in the mirror.

I've been in this lifestyle a long time. I know what I'm doing.

But it doesn't feel natural. Not the way it did with—

Stop.

Don't think about her.

Elena is past. Vivian is present.

I shower, dress, try to focus on the day ahead.

My phone is full of notifications when I check it. The press coverage from our announcement is everywhere.

I scroll through articles about the "power couple taking on the industry." Photos of Vivian and me looking perfect together.

Then I see the comments.

Most are about us—supportive, curious, speculating about Apex's strategy.

But there are others. About Shaw Industries. About Declan.

About Elena.

Gold digger finally getting what she deserves.

She slept her way to the top and now it's catching up to her.

Declan Shaw is old enough to be her father. Gross.

She destroyed two careers and faces zero consequences. About time someone held her accountable.

My stomach turns.

We did this. Our announcement made it worse for her.

Made her the target of every bitter misogynist with an internet connection.

I try to justify it: She destroyed my career first. This is fair.

But it doesn't feel fair.

It feels cruel.

I close the app and set down my phone, trying to remember why I started this, why I agreed to Vivian's plan

The affair. Elena choosing Declan over me. Getting fired. The months of unemployment. Every rejection email that cited "concerns about professionalism" or "not the right fit."

The shame of explaining to my family why I couldn't find work.

The nights alone, wondering if anyone would ever see me as more than the guy who fucked his boss's girlfriend.

That's why I'm doing this.

Revenge. Justice. Reclaiming my power.

So why does it feel hollow?

A memory surfaces before I can stop it.

Paris. The hotel room. Elena beneath me, hair spread across the pillow, looking up at me with those dark eyes.

Not like I was performing dominance.

Just like I was... myself.

And it was enough.

The way she touched me—like she actually wanted me, not the performance, not the role. Just me. I'm getting hard just thinking about it, and the self-hatred crashes in right behind.

You're with Vivian now. Stop thinking about Elena.

I shove the memory down, finish getting ready, and go to work.

Apex's offices are buzzing when I arrive.

Our press release has energized everyone. People congratulate me in the hallway. Pat my back. Make jokes about being a "power couple."

I smile and nod, playing the part.

My assistant intercepts me before I reach my office. "Marketing wants a meeting ASAP. They have ideas for capitalizing on the press coverage."

"Fine. Schedule it."

The marketing team is already assembled in the conference room when I arrive.

"Adrian! Perfect timing." Jessica, our CMO, gestures to the presentation on screen. "We want to do a joint interview. You and Vivian. The relationship angle is gold. Business Insider is interested. So is Forbes."

"I don't think Vivian wants that much exposure."

"Why not? You're already all over the press. How is that private?"

Good question.

"She's just... particular about how we're presented. Let me talk to her first."

Jessica looks skeptical but nods. "Soon though. Strike while the iron's hot."

After the meeting, I try to find Vivian. Her assistant says she's in back-to-back meetings all day.

I text: Lunch?

No response.

Two hours later: Can't. Slammed. Dinner tonight?

Your place or mine?

Vivian-Yours. 8 PM.

The message is short, transactional.

I tell myself she's just busy.

But something about it feels cold, off.

I eat lunch at my desk, pulling up information about Shaw Industries.

Their stock price is down eight percent since we started the aggressive campaign.

Seven major clients lost.

Reports of an emergency board meeting last week where Patricia Chen pushed for a merger.

Elena was there. I know because I've been... keeping tabs.

Not obsessively. Just checking occasionally. Making sure she's okay.

Making sure you're hurting her, you mean.

I push the thought aside and continue reading

Articles about internal pressure at Shaw. Speculation about Declan's leadership. Questions about whether the company can survive the assault from Apex.

I did this.

Vivian and I orchestrated this.

And I'm starting to wonder: when is enough enough?

I scroll further back, looking for... I'm not sure what.

Then I find it.

An article from a few weeks ago.

"Tech Executive Drugged and Kidnapped at Charity Gala: Former Shaw Industries VP Sentenced to Five Years"

I go still.

I knew this happened—vaguely. Heard through the industry grapevine that some woman at Shaw had assaulted Declan.

But I didn't know the details.

I read the full article.

Natasha Volkov. VP of International Operations. Drugged Declan Shaw with Rohypnol at a donor dinner. Took him to a remote family cabin. Held him captive for over a day. Attempted to sexually assault him.

Elena saved him. Found him with police before worse could happen.

"Jesus Christ," I whisper.

Declan was assaulted. Drugged. Held captive. Nearly raped.

And we're planning to publicly humiliate him and his girlfriend at a gala. The woman who literally saved his life.

I sit back, staring at the article.

What the fuck are we doing?

This isn't just corporate rivalry or personal revenge. The man went through something traumatic. And Elena—whatever she did to me, to us—she saved him.

I pull out my phone and type a text to Vivian: Need to talk about the gala plan. 

My thumb hovers over send. I don't press it.

And say what? That I'm having second thoughts? That maybe we should back off?

She'll think I'm weak. Or worse—that I'm not fully committed to her.

I delete the unsent text and try to focus on work, but my mind keeps drifting to Vivian, to the past three months, to how quickly this all escalated.

How did we even get here?

Industry mixer. Six months ago. I was there alone, nursing a drink, trying to network despite my ruined reputation.

She approached me.

"Adrian Collins? I've heard about you."

I'd expected judgement. Disgust. Instead, she smiled.

"Nothing good, I'm sure," I said.

"On the contrary. I admire someone who takes what they want. Even if society punishes them for it."

I was flattered. Intrigued. She was beautiful, successful, confident.

"I'm Vivian Larson. I used to be on Shaw's board."

"Used to be?"

"Declan removed me. For exposing his inappropriate relationship with an intern."

And just like that, we had common ground.

Common enemy.

It felt like fate.

But now I'm wondering: Did she target me specifically? Was this always a setup?

My phone rings. Unknown number. I stare at it for two rings before curiosity gets the better of me.

"Hello?"

"Adrian. It's Marcus Reed."

I sit up straight, stomach dropping.

Marcus. Declan's right hand. We worked together before my... termination.

"Marcus. Why are you calling me?"

"Because I think you're making a mistake. And I think part of you knows it."

Silence.

I should hang up. Should report this call to Vivian immediately.

Instead: "What mistake?"

"The corporate warfare. The revenge plot. All of it. It's hurting both companies, and for what? Personal vendettas?"

"Then Shaw should accept the merger."

"You know we won't do that. This isn't about business for Vivian. It's personal."

"It's personal for me too."

"Is it?" Marcus's voice is gentle. Understanding. "Or are you just along for the ride?"

I don't answer.

Can't answer.

"Adrian, I know what happened. The affair with Elena. Getting fired. I'm not excusing what she did. But do you really want to destroy her?"

"She destroyed me first."

"Did she? You made choices. You knew she was with Declan. You pursued her anyway. Call it what it is—consequences."

That stings, because he's right. I knew Elena was with Declan, and I pursued her anyway. Made her doubt, made her vulnerable, made her choose. She chose wrong and we both paid for it—but that was my choice too.

"Marcus—"

"Vivian Larson is using you," he says bluntly. "I've known her for years. Watched her manipulate her way onto Shaw's board. Watched her perform for Declan while hating every second of it. She doesn't love you. She loves power."

"You don't know her."

"Neither do you. Not really. Ask yourself: who approached whom? Who suggested the revenge plan? Who's escalating every chance they get?"

My stomach sinks.

Marcus is right.

Vivian approached me at that mixer.

Vivian suggested targeting Shaw Industries.

Vivian keeps pushing for more aggressive tactics while I hesitate.

"The gala on Friday," Marcus continues. "Whatever she's planning, don't let her cross the line. Because once she does, you're complicit. And unlike her, you still have a conscience."

"How do you know—"

"Because you're hesitating right now instead of hanging up. Because you're questioning this. That's called conscience, Adrian. Listen to it."

He hangs up.

I sit at my desk, hands shaking.

Everything Marcus said echoes in my head.

Vivian is using you.

You still have a conscience.

She doesn't love you, she loves power.

I want to dismiss it as enemy propaganda.

Want to believe Vivian loves me, that we're building something real.

But it resonates too deeply.

I pull up my phone, scroll through messages from Vivian over the past three months.

They're all short. Transactional.

Meeting at 3.

Dinner tonight. My place.

Need to discuss Shaw situation.

Come over. 8 PM.

Never "I miss you" or "thinking of you."

Never spontaneous affection.

Even her "I love you" texts feel... perfunctory. Sent after sex. Expected.

Not spontaneous.

I scroll further. Find texts from Elena during our affair.

I shouldn't be doing this.

I know. We can stop.

I don't want to stop.

Neither do I.

What are we doing?

I don't know. But it feels right.

It feels wrong. But I can't stop thinking about you.

Messy. Emotional. Conflicted.

But real.

God, it was real. She struggled with it. Felt guilty. But wanted me anyway.

When did Vivian ever struggle? Ever show conflict? Ever seem anything but perfectly in control?

"Fuck."

I'm an idiot.

I think about last night. The bondage scene. The paddle. Her responses. She made all the right sounds, said all the right things. But did she actually enjoy it? Or was she just performing?

I remember one moment—right after I came, looking at her face. Her eyes were open, but distant. Like she was somewhere else entirely. Not present with me. Just going through the motions.

The arousal I felt curdles into nausea.

I spend the afternoon pretending to work, but I can't focus. All I can think about is Marcus's words, Vivian's texts, and my own willful blindness.

At six PM, my phone buzzes.

Vivian: Change of plans. Come to my place instead. 8 PM. Wear the grey suit.

The grey suit. My most formal one. The one I wear to galas and important presentations.

Why does she want me dressed up for dinner at her apartment?

I almost ask, but don't. Instead I just respond, "OK."

I spend two hours getting ready—shower, shave, style my hair. The grey suit, white shirt, navy tie. When I look at myself in the mirror, I mutter, "Get it together,"

At exactly eight PM, I arrive at Vivian's penthouse. She answers the door in a black designer dress, hair down, makeup flawless.

"You look perfect," she says, pulling me inside. She kisses me hard before I can say anything.

I respond automatically but my mind is racing. Is this real?

She pulls me to the couch and straddles my lap, running her hands through my hair. "I've been thinking about you all day," she murmurs.

Have you?

She's kissing my neck, unbuttoning my shirt. Everything she's doing is technically right—the right touches, the right pressure, the right sounds. But it feels choreographed. Like she's following a script.

"Vivian, wait—"

"Shh. Let me take care of you."

She sinks to her knees between my legs, unzips my pants, and takes me in her mouth.

It feels good physically—she's skilled, knows exactly what to do. But emotionally? Hollow.

I watch her, really watch her for the first time. Her eyes are closed, but not in pleasure or desire. In concentration, like she's completing a task, checking boxes.

Seduce Adrian. Maintain control. Keep him compliant.

I reach down, touch her face gently.

She flinches.

It's brief—a fraction of a second—but I catch it.

Then she covers, continues, pretends nothing happened.

But I saw it.

She doesn't want to be doing this.

She's forcing herself.

"Vivian. Stop."

She doesn't hear me. Or ignores me.

"Vivian. Stop!"

She pulls back, looks up at me with perfectly manufactured concern.

"What's wrong, baby?"

"Do you... are you actually enjoying this?"

"Of course. I love making you feel good."

But her eyes are empty.

I can see it now. The performance. The mask.

How did I not see it before?

"Tell me the truth. Do you like submitting to me?"

Pause.

Too long.

"Yes. Of course."

"You hesitated."

"I'm just confused why you're asking."

I tuck myself back into my pants, gently move her off me.

"Because I need to know if this is real. If we're real."

Vivian stands, and for a split second, irritation flashes across her face.

Then it's gone, replaced by careful concern.

"Where is this coming from?"

"Marcus Reed called me today."

She goes completely still.

"What?"

"Shaw's COO. You remember Marcus. He called me. Said you're using me. That this whole thing is manipulation."

"And you believe him? The enemy?"

"I believe what I see. You're distant. Every interaction feels transactional. Even sex feels like—" I struggle for words. "—like you're performing. Playing a role."

"That's ridiculous."

"Is it? Vivian, be honest. Do you actually love me? Or am I just useful?"

She doesn't answer right away.

She should soothe me. Reassure me. Tell me I'm being paranoid.

Instead, her mask slips completely.

"Does it matter?"

That stops me.

"Does it matter?" I repeat slowly.

"We're good partners. We want the same things. We're effective. Isn't that enough?"

"No. It's not enough. I love you. Actually love you. And you're telling me it doesn't matter if you love me back as long as we're effective partners?"

She realizes her mistake. Tries to recover.

"Adrian, I didn't mean—"

"Yes, you did." I stand, start buttoning my shirt. "Marcus was right. You're using me."

"Where are you going?"

"Home. To think. About whether I want to be part of this anymore."

I'm almost at the door when she speaks.

Her voice is different now, cold in a way I've never heard before. The real Vivian.

"If you walk out now, if you back out of the gala, I will destroy you."

I turn, shocked.

"What?"

"I have documentation of everything. Every strategy session where you suggested targeting specific Shaw clients. Every aggressive tactic you approved. Every decision you made. All traceable to you as much as me." She crosses her arms. "You walk away now, I make sure you take the fall for all of it."

There she is.

This is the real Vivian Larson—cold, calculating, and ruthless to her core.

Not the loving girlfriend who cooks me dinner and submits in the bedroom.

The predator who's been using me from the beginning.

"You'd really do that?"

"Try me."

We stare at each other across her living room.

Six months of my life. Six months of believing I'd found someone who understood me. Who wanted me.

All a lie.

I leave without saying a word.

In the elevator, my hands are shaking. With anger. With humiliation. With something that feels dangerously close to grief.

I let her use me.

I wanted so badly to matter to someone that I ignored every red flag.

Back at my apartment, I pour whiskey. Stand at my window looking at Manhattan.

My phone keeps buzzing. Vivian calling. Texting.

I ignore all of it.

How did I get here?

How did I become someone who destroys people's careers for revenge?

Someone who helps a sociopath hurt innocent people just because I got my feelings hurt?

I think about Elena.

About the affair. About convincing myself she loved me. About the pain when she chose Declan.

About the months of unemployment, rejection, shame.

Then Vivian appeared.

Offering partnership. Revenge. Purpose.

I wanted it so badly.

I wanted to matter again. Wanted to hurt them the way they hurt me.

But now?

Now I just feel empty.

I pull out my phone. Open old text threads with Elena.

Read through our Paris conversations.

I shouldn't be doing this.

Then don't. We'll stop.

I don't want to stop.

Neither do I.

She never manipulated me.

Never used me.

She was just... lost. Making bad choices. Hurting someone she loved.

Just like I'm doing now.

"Fuck."

I've become the villain in this story.

The thing I hated. The thing I swore I'd never be.

And for what? Revenge? Against a woman who was just as confused as I was?

My phone buzzes again. Vivian.

I turn it off.

I sit in the dark with my whiskey and my regrets.

Marcus's words echo: You still have a conscience. Listen to it.

I can't back out of the gala—Vivian will destroy me if I do. Make sure I'm unhireable. Bury me in legal battles I can't afford.

But I don't have to help her.

And maybe... maybe I can warn them.

Warn Declan and Elena about whatever Vivian's planning.

It won't erase the past three months. Won't undo the damage we've done to Shaw Industries.

But it might prevent something worse.

I turn my phone back on. Seventeen missed calls from Vivian, twenty-three texts. I ignore all of them and pull up a new message, typing in Declan's number. It's still saved from when we worked together.

We need to talk. Before Friday. It's important.

I stare at the words, finger hovering over send.

What if he refuses? Hangs up on me?

What if Elena hates me even more?

What if this makes everything worse?

But Marcus's words won't leave me alone.

You still have a conscience. Listen to it.

I hit send. Regret it instantly, then decide I don't.

Thirty seconds later, my phone rings. Declan.

I almost let it go to voicemail—almost take the easy way out. But I'm done being a coward.

I answer.

"Hello?"

Silence on the other end.

I can hear him breathing, deciding whether to speak or hang up.

Finally: "You have sixty seconds. Talk."

I take a breath.

"Vivian is planning something for the gala. Something big. I don't know exactly what, but it involves Elena."

More silence.

"She's been having Elena surveilled for weeks. Has a PI documenting her every move. I just... I thought you should know."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because Marcus called me today. Made me realize I've become someone I don't recognize. And maybe I can't undo the past three months, but I can stop making it worse."

"This could be a trick. You and Vivian setting us up."

"It's not. I swear. I just—" My voice breaks slightly. "I just want this to be over. The revenge, the hatred, all of it. I'm tired, Declan. I'm so fucking tired."

Long pause.

I can hear him weighing my words against my actions, against the past few months of corporate warfare.

"I'll look into it," he finally says.

"That's all I ask."

"Adrian?"

"Yeah?"

"If you're lying to me, if this is a setup, I will destroy you. Legally, professionally, completely. Understood?"

"Understood."

"And Adrian? You were a good VP. Before... everything. You had a future at Shaw. You threw that away the moment you touched Elena. That's on you. No one else."

The words sting, but they're fair.

"I know."

He hangs up.

I sit in the dark, phone in hand, whiskey forgotten.

I just betrayed Vivian.

Warned the enemy.

Crossed a line I can't uncross.

When she finds out—and she will find out—she'll make good on her threat.

She'll destroy me. Make sure I never work in this industry again. Bury me in legal battles.

But for the first time in months, I don't care.

Because doing the right thing feels better than winning.

My phone buzzes again. Vivian.

I know you're ignoring me. We need to talk. Call me.

I turn it off.

Pour another drink.

And wait for Friday.

Whatever happens at that gala, at least I'll know I tried to warn them.

At least I'll know I found my conscience before it was too late.

I look out at Manhattan—millions of lights, millions of lives, all of them more meaningful than the revenge I've been chasing.

"I'm sorry, Elena," I whisper to the city. "For all of it."

The city doesn't answer.

But somehow, saying it out loud makes me feel lighter.

Like maybe redemption is possible.

Like maybe I'm not the villain after all.

Just someone who got lost.

And maybe, finally, found his way back.


COUNTDOWN


Morning light filters through the bedroom windows. I haven't slept.

Adrian's call came in after midnight—hours ago now—but I'm still processing what the fuck just happened.

Adrian called me. Warned me about Vivian's plans. Said she's been surveilling Elena for weeks and has something big planned for the gala.

We already knew she was having Elena followed—that threatening text with the photo from her therapist's office made that clear. But Adrian's warning suggests it's worse than we thought. More extensive. More planned.

Is he genuinely trying to help?

Or is this part of their game?

I hear the shower turn off in the bathroom. Elena will emerge any second, and I need to decide how much to tell her.

She's already shaken from that text message, from knowing Vivian's been watching her. I can't risk making it worse if this is just manipulation. But I can't risk not preparing her if it's real.

The bathroom door opens. Elena steps out wrapped in a towel, hair wet, skin flushed from the hot water.

She sees my face immediately.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Just work stress."

She crosses to me, studies my expression. "You're lying."

"Elena—"

"Declan." She slides her arms around my waist, looking up at me. "What happened?"

I debate. Decide on partial honesty for now.

"Just got a strange phone call. Still processing."

"From who?"

"I'll tell you in an hour. Let me work through it first."

She doesn't push, which I'm grateful for. Just presses closer, her damp body warm against mine.

"Want me to distract you?" she murmurs against my chest.

Yes. God, yes.

Her hands slide under my shirt, nails dragging lightly across my skin. Her towel is barely holding on, one tug away from falling.

I need this. Need to feel her. Need to confirm she's here and safe and mine.

I lift her effortlessly, pin her against the wall. She gasps, legs wrapping around my waist.

"Declan—"

I kiss her with desperate intensity, like I can somehow protect her this way.

The towel falls. She's naked against me, wet and warm and perfect.

My hand slides between her legs, finding her already slick.

"You're always so wet for me," I murmur against her mouth.

"Yes," she gasps.

I push two fingers inside her, and she arches against the wall. Her hands fist in my hair while I work her.

But even as I touch her, my mind is elsewhere.

Vivian's been watching her. For weeks, according to Adrian. Not just that one photo—constant surveillance.

"Declan?" Elena's voice pulls me back. "You're not here. What's going on?"

I realize I've stopped moving. My fingers are still inside her, but I'm frozen. Distracted.

I pull out gently, lower her to her feet.

"I'm sorry. I just—give me an hour. Let me work through something. Then I'll tell you everything."

Concern floods her face. "Is it bad?"

"I don't know yet. That's what I need to figure out."

She nods slowly. "Okay. I'll make breakfast."

She grabs the towel, wraps it around herself, and heads to the kitchen.

The moment she's gone, I'm on my phone.

Marcus answers on the first ring.

"Did you call Adrian Collins?" I ask.

"Yes. Yesterday. Why?"

"He just called me. Warned me about Vivian's plans for the gala. Said the surveillance on Elena is more extensive than we thought—that it's been going on for weeks."

She's quiet for a moment. "What else did he say?"

I relay everything. The surveillance being part of a bigger plan. Something major planned for Friday.

"Do you believe him?" Marcus asks.

"I don't know. That's why I'm calling you. What was your read when you talked to him?"

"Conflicted. Guilty. I pushed on Vivian's manipulation—made him see how she's been using him. I think he's genuinely trying to help now."

"Or he's playing us. Setting up some kind of ambush at the gala."

"Possible," Marcus admits. "But my gut says he's sincere. He sounded broken, Declan. Really broken."

I pace my bedroom, mind racing through scenarios.

"Can you dig deeper? Find out exactly how long Elena's been followed? Who's doing it? What they've collected?"

"I'll make some calls. I have contacts at security firms. If Vivian hired a PI, I can find out who and what they have."

"Do it quietly. If this is real, I don't want Vivian knowing we're onto her."

"And if Adrian's lying?"

"Then he just burned himself for nothing, and we're no worse off."

After I hang up, I stand at my window looking out at Manhattan.

We knew Vivian was having Elena followed—that much was clear from the threatening text. But if Adrian's telling the truth, it's been going on much longer than we realized. Weeks of surveillance. Documentation. Building a case for something.

And whatever she's planning for the gala, it's big enough that Adrian felt compelled to warn us.

I head to the kitchen, where Elena is making breakfast. Eggs, toast, coffee. The domestic normalcy feels surreal.

She looks up when I enter. "Okay, talk. What's going on?"

I sit at the counter, accept the coffee she slides toward me.

"Adrian called. Said the surveillance on you—the one we already knew about from that text—has been going on much longer than we thought. Weeks, maybe. And he says Vivian's planning something big for the gala."

Elena sets down her spatula carefully. "How much longer?"

"He wasn't specific. Just said it's been extensive. That we should be careful Friday."

"Do you believe him?"

"I don't know. Could be genuine. Could be a setup."

She's quiet for a moment, scrambling eggs with laser focus.

"He sounded... how? On the phone?"

"Desperate. Guilty. Like he regrets everything."

"That sounds like Adrian." She plates the eggs, brings them to the counter. "He's not cruel. He's just... weak."

Something twists in my chest—jealousy, even though I have no right to it.

"You're defending him."

"I'm understanding him. There's a difference." She meets my eyes. "I know him, Declan. Know how he thinks. And what you're describing sounds like the Adrian I knew before Vivian manipulated him."

We eat in tense silence.

Finally, Elena asks: "What do we do?"

"Marcus is investigating. By this afternoon we should know more—who's been following you, for how long, what they have. In the meantime, we prepare for the worst."

"Which is?"

"I don't know yet. But we'll handle it."

She nods, but I can see the worry in her eyes. That text already rattled her. Finding out the surveillance is even more extensive won't help.

***

At Shaw Industries, I arrive early. Marcus is already in my office waiting.

"Tell me you found something," I say, closing the door.

He nods. "PI named Matthew Dalton—former NYPD, now private investigator. He's the one tailing Elena. Started three weeks ago. Daily reports to a shell company registered to Vivian Larson."

My jaw tightens. "Three weeks. Christ."

"Photos, credit card records, daily routines, therapy schedule. Everything. That text Vivian sent Elena with the therapy photo? That's just the tip of it."

"That's stalking. We can get a restraining order."

"We could. But if we do, Vivian knows we're onto the full extent of it. Right now she thinks we only know about that one photo. Better to use the information—be prepared for whatever she's planning."

He's right. As much as I want to shut this down immediately, we need the advantage.

"What else?"

Marcus closes his laptop. "Whatever she's planning for the gala, she's keeping it locked down. But the surveillance, the meetings with people who have questionable ethics, the money moving around—it's all building to something big. Something public."

"She's going to do it at the gala. In front of everyone."

"That would be classic Vivian," Marcus agrees. "Maximum damage, maximum audience."

I stand, pace to the window. "And we still don't know what it is."

"No. But we'll be ready. Whatever she tries."

I call my lawyer—Katherine Martin. I explain the situation. The extensive surveillance. The planned ambush at the gala—though we don't know exactly what form it will take.

"We have several options," Katherine says. "Restraining order before the event. Preemptive press statement. Or we attend with security and legal teams ready to respond to whatever she does."

"What's your recommendation?"

"Attend. Show strength. Have your team in place. Whatever she pulls, we respond immediately and decisively."

"Controlled response."

"Exactly. But Declan, be prepared for anything. Vivian's smart and motivated. This could get ugly."

After I hang up, I text Elena: Lunch? Need to talk. Important.

Her response is immediate: Where?

That Italian place on 52nd. 1 PM.

I'll be there.

The morning drags. I can't focus on anything except the upcoming conversation.

At one PM exactly, I arrive at the restaurant. Elena is already there, looking worried.

I slide into the seat across from her.

"You have that look," she says. "The 'bad news' look."

No point delaying.

"Marcus confirmed what Adrian said. The surveillance on you has been going on for three weeks. Not just that one photo—constant surveillance. Daily reports. Photos, credit card records, your routine, everything."

Elena goes pale. "Three weeks."

"Yes."

Her hands shake slightly. "So that text wasn't a one-time thing. She's been watching me this whole time. Following me everywhere."

"A PI named Matthew Dalton. Former NYPD. Reporting everything back to Vivian through a shell company."

"Three weeks," she repeats, like she's trying to process it. "Every coffee shop. Every walk to work. Every therapy session. She's been watching all of it."

I reach across the table, take her hand. "We're getting a restraining order after the gala. She won't be able to come near you again."

"What about before then? What's she planning to do with all that information?"

"We don't know exactly. But it's clear she's planning something for Friday. Something public."

"Something to humiliate us."

"That's what we're assuming. Katherine thinks we should attend with full security and legal support. Be ready to respond to whatever she does."

"So we just walk in blind?"

"We'll be prepared for anything. Katherine will have people in the room. Security will be briefed. Whatever she tries, we shut it down immediately."

Elena's quiet. "Three weeks. God, I keep thinking about all the times I thought I was alone. Getting coffee. Walking to therapy. Meeting Sienna. And she was watching. Every single time."

The violation of it is written all over her face.

"She wants you scared. Don't give her that."

"How can I not be? That text was bad enough, but knowing it's been constant for three weeks..." She trails off.

"After Friday, restraining order. She won't be able to get near you."

"What if Friday isn't the end? What if she does something before then?"

"Then we handle it. But we can't live in fear."

She nods slowly. "Okay. Until Friday."

We spend lunch planning security protocols, making sure Katherine's team is ready, mapping out exit strategies.

But the uncertainty hangs over everything.

That evening, back at my apartment, we're both exhausted.

Elena is quiet, withdrawn, checking her phone repeatedly.

"I hate not knowing what she's planning."

"Me too. But we'll handle it. Whatever it is."

She kisses me—soft, seeking comfort.

We make dinner, pretending normalcy.

After dinner, Elena showers while I call Marcus.

"Any update?"

"The PI's still active. Vivian's had meetings with a lawyer who specializes in reputation destruction. But the actual plan? She's keeping it locked down tight."

"There's something else," Marcus says. "Adrian called me twenty minutes ago. Said he made up with Vivian. That everything's fine between them now."

My stomach sinks. "So his warning was bullshit."

"Or Vivian got to him. Either way, we can't trust him."

"Fuck."

"Yeah. Friday just got more complicated."

After I hang up, Elena emerges in one of my t-shirts.

"Come to bed," she says.

We climb under the covers. She curls against my chest.

"I'm scared," she admits.

"Me too."

"What if we can't stop her?"

"Then we deal with it. We fight. We survive."

She's quiet. Then: "Declan?"

"Yeah?"

"After Friday, can we just disappear for a while? Go somewhere she can't find us?"

"After Friday, we'll go anywhere you want."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

She falls asleep in my arms, but I stay awake.

Thinking about Friday. About Vivian. About walking into something we can't see coming.

My phone buzzes. Text from an unknown number.

You think you're prepared. You're not. See you Friday. - V

She knows we know something. But does she know how much?

I delete the message before Elena can see it.

Pull her closer.

And wait for Friday.


BREACH


I wake up before Declan, which almost never happens.

The room is still dark—early morning, maybe six. He's asleep beside me, one arm thrown across my waist, breathing deep and even.

I should go back to sleep, but I can't. Every sound makes me jump—the building settling, traffic on the street below, my own heartbeat.

She's been watching me for three weeks. Following me, photographing me, documenting my entire life.

Is she out there now, watching this building? Waiting?

I slip out of bed as quietly as possible and cross to the window. The street below is waking up—cars passing, people walking, joggers starting their routes. Any one of them could be Vivian's PI."

"Elena."

I turn. Declan is awake, propped on one elbow, watching me.

"Come back to bed."

"I can't sleep."

"I know. But standing at the window won't help."

He's right, but the unease won't fade. He gets up and wraps his arms around me from behind, chin resting on my shoulder.

"She's in your head. That's what she wants."

"It's working."

"I know." He turns me to face him. "But we're not giving her that power. Not today."

His hands slide under my sleep shirt—his shirt, actually. The only thing I'm wearing.

"Declan—"

"Let me erase her. Just for a little while."

He doesn't answer with words. Instead, he moves to the nightstand, pulls out the leather cuffs.

"Hands behind your back. Now."

My breath catches, pulse jumping at the command in his voice. I roll onto my stomach, the cool sheets sliding against my overheated skin, and put my hands behind me. The leather cuffs wrap around my wrists—he fastens them tight, tight enough that the leather bites into my skin, grounding me instantly. My heartbeat thuds in my ears.

He hauls me up, his grip firm and commanding, and pushes me to my knees on the hardwood floor in front of him. The surface is cold and unforgiving against my knees.

"Open your mouth, slut."

The degradation hits something primal, turning me on instantly. I obey, opening wide, trying to steady my breathing.

He pushes his cock past my lips without warning, hitting the back of my throat immediately. I gag, eyes watering, throat protesting the intrusion. The taste of him—salt and musk—floods my senses.

"That's it. Choke on it."

His hand fists in my hair brutally, scalp stinging as he holds me in place while he fucks my mouth. No gentleness. No easing in. Just using me. My jaw aches already, stretched wide around him.

"Look at me while you take it."

I force my watering eyes upward to meet his. His gaze is dark, possessive, hungry. Drool starts to leak from the corners of my mouth, warm and humiliating and perfect.

"Such a pretty little whore. On your knees where you belong, hands tied, letting me use that throat."

He pulls out just enough for me to gasp for air—the breath burns going in—then pushes back in deeper. I gag again, throat constricting around him, trying to accommodate the invasion.

"You love this, don't you? Love being my fuck toy."

I try to nod, try to moan my agreement around him, but my mouth is too full. The sound comes out garbled and desperate.

He fucks my face harder, hips snapping forward with bruising force, his cock hitting the back of my throat with every thrust. Spit is dripping down my chin now, messy and degrading and making me impossibly wet.

"Going to cover you in my cum. Mark you like the whore you are. Make sure anyone watching knows exactly what you are."

His rhythm turns erratic, thrusts getting rougher. He pulls out suddenly, leaving my mouth empty and gasping, and strokes himself fast. I watch his hand move, see the tension in his body.

"Stick out your tongue. Keep your eyes open."

I obey, heart pounding, and he cums hard—thick ropes hitting my face, my tongue, my neck. It's hot and bitter and overwhelming, the taste flooding my mouth. He aims lower, covering my tits with what's left, the warmth spreading across my skin.

"Don't move. Don't you dare wipe it off."

I stay frozen on my knees, lungs heaving, cum dripping slowly down my face. I can taste it on my tongue—salty and bitter and somehow delicious. Feel it starting to cool on my skin, getting sticky and thick.

He grabs his phone. The camera click sends a thrill through me that I feel between my legs.

"Perfect. My personal little cumslut."

The cum on my face is starting to dry, making my skin feel tight and uncomfortable. Some of it drips off my chin onto my tits, mixing with what's already there. I can smell it—musky and overwhelming and unmistakably his.

He pulls me roughly to standing, the sudden movement making my head spin, and pushes me onto the bed on my back. My cuffed hands are trapped painfully beneath me, wrists protesting the angle.

"Spread your legs. Show me that needy cunt."

I spread wide, feeling exposed and vulnerable, and he settles between them.

"Fucking soaked. You got this wet from sucking my cock? From being treated like a whore?"

"Yes," I gasp, the cum on my lips cracking slightly when I speak, flaking at the corners of my mouth.

"Say it. Tell me what you are."

"I'm your whore." My voice is hoarse, throat raw.

"Louder."

"I'm your whore!" The words echo in the room, shameless and desperate.

His mouth descends on me without warning. Tongue flicking my clit, licking with brutal pressure that makes my hips jerk involuntarily.

I can't touch him, can't grip his hair or pull him closer—can't do anything but lie there with my hands trapped and my face covered in drying cum while he devours my pussy. The helplessness makes everything more intense.

"Declan, fuck—"

"That's not my name right now."

The correction sends a thrill through me. "Sir, please—"

"Please what, slut?"

"Please let me cum." I'm already close, thighs trembling.

"Not yet."

He works me with his tongue and fingers, bringing me right to the edge where everything tightens and my breath comes in gasps, then stopping completely. The denial is agonizing.

I whimper, desperate and aching.

"Roll over. Ass up. Face down."

With my hands cuffed, it takes effort—muscles straining, body awkward—but I manage. Face pressed into the mattress, ass in the air, completely exposed and vulnerable. My heart pounds against the bed.

The cum on my tits smears against the sheets beneath me, sticky and cooling. I can still taste it in my mouth, feel it drying on my cheeks like a brand.

I hear the vibrator turn on behind me—that distinctive buzz that makes me throb with anticipation.

He runs it along my pussy, gathering wetness, the vibrations teasing, then pushes it inside me without warning. The buzzing is intense, overwhelming, making my toes curl.

Then I feel cold lube dripping between my ass cheeks—the temperature shocking against my heated skin.

"I'm going to fuck this tight ass while that vibrator makes you scream. And you're going to take it like the good little anal slut you are."

My breath stutters. His finger pushes into my ass—no warm-up, just steady pressure until I relax enough to let him in. The stretch burns, my body resisting then yielding.

"So fucking tight. You love having your ass played with, don't you?"

"Yes, sir." My voice is muffled against the mattress.

He adds a second finger, scissoring them, stretching me open while the vibrator buzzes relentlessly in my pussy. The dual sensation is almost too much—pleasure and pressure and fullness.

"Such a good whore. Taking my fingers in your ass. Beg me to fuck it."

"Please fuck my ass, sir. Please use me." The words feel dirty and perfect in my mouth.

"Louder. Like you mean it."

"Please fuck my ass! I need your cock in my ass, please!"

He removes his fingers and presses his cock against my asshole. Pushes in steadily—the stretch is intense, burning slightly even with the lube, my body protesting the intrusion.

"Take it. Take every fucking inch."

He bottoms out and I cry out—the fullness is overwhelming with the vibrator still buzzing in my pussy, every nerve ending firing at once.

"That's it. Both holes filled like a good little slut."

He starts fucking me hard—no gentle build-up, just brutal thrusts that make me gasp and cry out, the sound tearing from my throat. The bed rocks beneath us.

"You love this, don't you? Love being used like a fuck toy. Cum drying on your face while I wreck your ass."

"Yes! Fuck, yes!" I can barely form words, mind going blank with sensation.

The vibrator shifts with every thrust, the dual stimulation making my eyes roll back, pleasure shorting out my thoughts.

The cum on my face feels crusty now, tight on my skin—a physical reminder of how thoroughly he's used me, how completely I'm his.

"Look at you. Hands cuffed, face covered in cum, taking it in the ass like you were made for it. This is what you are. My personal fuck doll."

"Yes, sir. Your fuck doll. Use me." The words feel like truth, like the only thing that matters.

He reaches around, adjusts the vibrator angle, pushing it deeper against my front wall. The pressure is perfect, devastating.

"Cum on my cock. Right fucking now."

The command combined with the angle of the vibrator breaks me. I come so hard I scream into the mattress, my whole body convulsing, muscles clenching around him, around the vibrator, pleasure white-hot and blinding.

"Fuck, your ass is so tight when you cum. Going to fill it up."

He pounds into me relentlessly through my orgasm, the wet sound of his hips slapping against my ass filling the room, echoing obscenely.

"Take it. Take every fucking drop."

He buries himself deep with one final thrust and comes hard, groaning my name, flooding my ass with hot cum until I feel it dripping down, warm and slick.

We stay like that—him buried inside me, both of us shaking and gasping for air, hearts racing in tandem. Sweat cools on my skin.

Finally, he pulls out carefully. The emptiness feels strange after being so full. He removes the vibrator and the sudden stillness is almost painful. I feel his cum start to leak out, dripping down my thigh, warm and obscene.

He unlocks the cuffs with gentle fingers. My arms ache as I bring them forward, muscles protesting, wrists red and indented from the leather.

He rubs them gently, checking for damage, his touch suddenly tender. Then he looks at my face—cum still drying on my cheeks and chin, crusty and tight.

"Don't clean it off yet. I want to see it on you a little longer."

I nod, feeling the crusty texture crack slightly with the movement, warmth spreading through my chest beneath the exhaustion and satisfaction. His. Completely his.

He pulls me against his chest carefully, wrapping around me.

"You okay?" His voice is softer now, checking in.

"Better than okay," I whisper, voice hoarse from having my throat fucked. "That was perfect."

The taste of his cum is still in my mouth. The feeling of it drying on my face. The ache in my ass and the lingering buzz in my pussy.

For a while, Vivian doesn't exist. There's just us, this room, this moment.

Reality will intrude soon enough.

But right now, I'm his completely, and nothing else matters.

His fingers trace the marks he's left on my body. Grounding us both.

"Two more days," he says. "Then this ends."

I want to believe him.

An hour later, Declan leaves for an emergency meeting—some crisis with the Melbourne account.

I'm alone in the apartment. I should go to work, should shower and dress and pretend everything's normal. Instead, I make coffee and stand at that same window, watching the street below.

The intercom buzzes, making me jump.

I press the button. "Yes?"

"Ms. McNeil? Delivery for you."

I'm not expecting anything. But maybe Declan ordered something?

"Come up."

I wait by the door, still in Declan's shirt and sleep shorts. When the knock comes, I open it without looking through the peephole—a mistake, because it's not a delivery person.

It's Vivian Larson.

"Hello, Elena."

I should slam the door, should call security, should do anything except what I actually do—which is stand there frozen.

"We need to talk," Vivian says. "Woman to woman."

"We have nothing to discuss."

"Don't we? I think we have quite a lot to discuss." She glances past me into the apartment. "Are you going to let me in? Or should we do this in the hallway where the neighbors can hear?"

Against every instinct, I step aside.

She walks in like she owns the place. Looks around with an expression I can't read.

"It looks different. You've redecorated."

"This is Declan's place. I haven't changed anything."

"Liar." She points to the throw pillows on the couch. "Those are new. And that art piece. Little touches. You're trying to erase me."

She moves deeper into the apartment, running her fingers along the back of the couch.

"I lived here for two years. Know every corner. The loose floorboard in the bedroom. The way the shower takes three minutes to heat up." She turns to look at me. "The spot on the kitchen counter where he likes to fuck."

Heat floods my face before I can stop it.

Vivian notices. Smiles.

"He bent me over that counter dozens of times. Made me scream his name so loud the neighbors complained."

"Why are you here, Vivian?"

She sits on the couch—Declan's couch—crosses her legs, completely comfortable.

"To give you a chance. To walk away before Friday destroys you."

She pulls out her phone, swipes through something, then turns it toward me.

Photos.

Me leaving Dr. Lang's office.

Me getting coffee at my usual place in Tribeca.

Me meeting Sienna for dinner last week.

Dozens of them. Weeks of surveillance.

"I know everything about you," Vivian says. "Your routines. Your vulnerabilities. Your secrets."

"I don't have secrets."

"Everyone has secrets, Elena. For example—did you know your therapist, Dr. Lang, has been recording your sessions? Not just notes. Audio recordings."

My blood runs cold. "That's not legal without consent."

"You signed a consent form. Eighteen months ago when you started therapy. Buried in page seven of the intake paperwork."

I can't remember. Did I sign something like that?

"What do you want?"

"I want you to leave him. Break up with Declan before the gala. Walk away clean."

"Why would I do that?"

"Because if you don't, I'll destroy him." She swipes to something else on her phone. "I have so much on both of you. Things that would end careers."

She turns the phone toward me again. Video footage of Declan and me in his office, having sex against the window. From earlier this week, when we thought we were private.

"How did you—"

"Telephoto lens from the building across. Forty-seven floors up, but with the right equipment..." She shrugs. "Technology is amazing. That's arguably public indecency. Sex in a workplace. Grounds for dismissal. The board would have to act."

"You're insane."

"I'm prepared. There's a difference."

She sets down her phone, looks at me with something that might be genuine emotion.

"I loved him, you know. Declan. Really loved him."

"You have a funny way of showing it."

"I gave him two years. Submitted to his every demand. Let him tie me up, spank me, use me however he wanted. Even when I hated it. Because I thought if I just gave enough, he'd love me back."

I don't respond. Don't know what to say.

"But he didn't love me. He loved the performance. The control. And when I told him I wanted more—wanted partnership, not just submission—he threw me away."

"That's not how Declan tells it."

"Of course it's not. Men always rewrite history to make themselves the hero." She leans forward. "Do you really think you're different? Special? You're just the next performance, Elena. Younger, more compliant, easier to control."

"You don't know what we have."

"I know he'll get bored. He always does. And when he does, he'll find someone new. Someone younger. Someone more willing. Just like he replaced me with you."

"Get out."

"I'm just trying to help you. Save you the heartbreak I went through."

"Get. Out!"

Vivian stands, smooths her skirt. Calm. Collected. Like she didn't just break into my home and threaten me.

"Friday. You have until Friday to make the right choice. Walk away, and I'll leave you alone. Stay, and I'll destroy you both."

She heads for the door, pauses.

"The gala starts at eight. That gives you just under forty-eight hours to decide. Choose wisely, Elena. Your entire future depends on it."

Then she's gone.

The door locks and I slide down to the floor, hands trembling, pulse racing. Declan—I should call him, tell him everything. But he's tied up in meetings. I pull out my phone with shaking hands and scroll to Sienna instead.

She answers on the second ring. "Hey, what's up?"

"Can you meet me? Now?"

"Elena, what's wrong?"

"Just... can you meet me? Please?"

"Where?"

"That coffee shop on Hudson. Twenty minutes?"

"I'll be there."

I throw on jeans and a sweater, grab my keys, and leave. On the street, I look around—is someone watching now? Following me? Every person with a phone could be photographing me. I walk quickly, head down, to the coffee shop. Sienna is already there when I arrive. She takes one look at my face and pulls me into a hug.

"Talk."

We sit in a corner booth, and I explain everything. Vivian showing up at the apartment. The surveillance photos. The sex video. The ultimatum.

"She wants you to leave him," Sienna says slowly. "Says if you don't, she'll destroy you both."

"Yes."

"So she's giving you an ultimatum."

"A fake one. She's going to destroy us anyway. This is just psychological warfare."

Sienna is quiet for a long moment. Too long.

"What?" I ask.

"What if she's right though?"

"About what?"

"About you being just another performance. Elena, you were his intern. You cheated on him with Adrian. You almost got him assaulted by that psycho Natasha. Maybe Vivian has a point about—"

"Whose side are you on?!"

"Yours! Always yours! But Elena, you have to admit, your relationship with Declan has been nothing but drama since day one."

I flinch.

Because she's right.

Every major crisis at Shaw Industries has involved me.

Adrian—my fault. I cheated.

Natasha—targeted Declan because of his relationship with me.

Vivian—revenge for being replaced by me.

Apex's corporate warfare—because Adrian and Vivian both hate me.

"Maybe I am the problem," I say quietly.

"No. THEY are the problem. Vivian, Adrian, Natasha—they're the ones making choices. But you can't keep lighting yourself on fire to keep Declan warm."

"What does that mean?"

"It means maybe you need to think about what YOU want. Not what Declan needs. Not what proves you've changed. What Elena McNeil actually wants from life."

I don't have an answer.

After coffee with Sienna, I go straight to Dr. Lang's office.

She fits me in between appointments—emergency session.

"Vivian Larson showed up at my apartment this morning," I say the moment I sit down.

Dr. Lang's expression shifts. "Tell me everything."

I explain. The threats. The surveillance. The sex video. The ultimatum.

"She said you've been recording our sessions. That I consented on page seven of intake paperwork."

"That's a lie. I don't record sessions without explicit verbal consent, and you've never given that. And there's no such clause in my intake paperwork. She's manipulating you."

Relief floods through me. "So it's not true."

"None of it's true. That's what gaslighting is—mixing lies with just enough truth to make you doubt everything."

"But Sienna had a point. Every crisis at Shaw Industries has involved me."

"Correlation isn't causation, Elena. You didn't force Adrian to pursue you. You didn't make Natasha assault Declan. You didn't create Vivian's vendetta. These are people making their own choices."

"But I'm the common denominator."

"You're the excuse. There's a difference. Vivian would have found a reason to attack Declan regardless. Adrian would have self-destructed eventually. Natasha was a predator looking for a victim. You didn't cause any of it."

I really want to believe her.

"What do I do about Friday? The gala?"

"What do YOU want to do?"

"I want to not go. I want to take Declan and disappear somewhere Vivian can't find us."

"So why don't you?"

"Because that's hiding. That's letting her win."

"Or it's choosing your mental health over pride."

I think about that. Really think about it.

"I don't want to hide," I finally say. "I want to face her. I want to show her she doesn't control me."

"Even if it costs you?"

"Even if it costs me."

Dr. Lang nods slowly. "Then you have your answer."

That evening, I'm back at the penthouse when he gets home at eight.

I've been alone with my thoughts for hours. Debating whether to tell him about Vivian's visit.

He takes one look at my face and knows something's wrong.

"What happened?"

"Vivian came here today. To the apartment."

He goes completely still. "What?"

I explain everything. How she got in. The threats. The photos. The sex video filmed from across the street.

I watch his face shift from shock to rage.

"She threatened you. In our home."

"She gave me an ultimatum. Leave you, or she destroys us both Friday."

"You're not leaving me."

"I know. But Declan, she has video of us. Having sex in your office. Filmed from the building across the street with a telephoto lens."

He's quiet, processing. "That's illegal. Voyeurism. Invasion of privacy."

"She doesn't care. She'll release it anyway."

"Then we sue. But you're not leaving. You're not letting her win."

I sit on the couch, suddenly exhausted.

"What if Sienna's right though? What if I am the problem?"

"What?"

"Every crisis you've faced has involved me. Adrian, Natasha, Vivian—I'm the common thread. What if Vivian's right and I'm just another performance you'll eventually get bored of?"

Declan crosses to me, grips my shoulders. "You're not the problem. You're what I'm fighting for. "

"It feels like you're constantly having to defend me, protect me, sacrifice for me."

"That's what partners do."

"But what if I'm not worth it?"

He doesn't answer with words.

Instead, he pulls me up from the couch. Leads me to the bedroom.

Strips me slowly. Deliberately. Like he's unwrapping something precious.

Lays me on the bed.

"You want to know if you're worth it? If this is real?"

"Yes."

He kneels between my legs. "Then let me show you."

His mouth on me is devastating. Slow, thorough, patient. He takes his time, building me up, backing off, building me up again.

I cum the first time gasping his name, hands fisting in the sheets.

He doesn't stop. Just keeps going, making me oversensitive, overwhelming me with sensation.

The second orgasm is harder, more intense. My hands find his hair, gripping tight.

Still he continues.

"Declan, I can't—"

"You can. One more."

The third orgasm wrecks me completely. I'm shaking, gasping, my thighs trembling around his head.

Only then does he move up my body. Enters me slowly.

"Does this feel like performance?" he asks, looking into my eyes.

"No."

"Does this feel like I'm bored?"

"No."

He starts moving. Slow, deep, connected. "I love you. Not the idea of you. Not the submission. You. Elena. Stubborn, brilliant, complicated you."

I cum again—didn't think I could—while he's inside me. He comes moments later, my name on his lips.

After, he holds me close while my breathing settles. The doubts feel smaller now. Manageable.

Not gone completely—Vivian planted them too deep for that.

But quieter.

"I don't want to go to the gala," I admit after a long time.

"Okay. We won't go."

"Really?"

"Really. Fuck the gala. Fuck Vivian. We'll release a statement saying we're not attending, and we'll deal with the fallout Monday."

I'm surprised. "You'd really skip it? After all the planning?"

"You matter more than strategy. If you're not ready, we don't go."

I think about this. The relief of not going. Of staying safe.

But also the cowardice. The hiding.

"No. We should go."

"Elena—"

"I'm not letting her win. I'm not letting her make me too afraid to exist in public. We go. Together. And whatever she throws at us, we handle it."

He studies my face. "You're sure?"

"No. But I'm doing it anyway."

"That's my girl."

We order Thai food. Try to watch a movie. Pretend things are normal.

Around eleven, we're almost asleep when my phone buzzes. A text from an unknown number with a video attachment. I almost don't open it, but I do. It's footage from today—me and Sienna at the coffee shop. With audio.

Sienna's voice: "Maybe you are the problem."

Below the video: She's right. You are the problem. Friday, everyone will see it. - V

I show Declan.

I see his expression change, going dark.

"She's following you in real-time. Today. Right now."

"I know."

"We're getting you security. Starting tomorrow. Armed protection until this is over."

"That feels like overkill."

"She filmed you having sex in my office from across the street. She recorded your private conversation with your best friend. She broke into our apartment. This is not overkill. This is necessity."

I'm too tired to argue.

We lie in the dark, both unable to sleep.

"What if we can't beat her?"

"Then we survive her. And we rebuild."

"That simple?"

"That simple."

I curl against him, trying to believe it.


EXECUTION


Wednesday Night - Two Days Before the Gala

Adrian shows up at my door at 2 AM, six hours after our fight. After I told him the truth—that I don't love him, that he's useful, that I need him for the gala. After he stormed out, furious and hurt.

I expected him to go straight to Declan, to ruin everything.

Instead, here he is, looking wrecked. Eyes red, hair disheveled.

"I can't do it," he says.

"Can't do what?"

"Leave you. Walk away. I tried. I drove around for hours, sat in my car trying to convince myself to call Declan, to warn them." He runs a hand through his hair. "But I can't do it."

This is perfect. Better than I hoped.

"Adrian—"

"I know you don't love me. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But I love you enough for both of us." He steps closer, desperation written across his face. "And maybe I'm pathetic for that. Maybe I'm the biggest idiot in the world. But I'm in this. All the way. Whatever you need me to be."

I study his face carefully. He's telling the truth—the desperate, pathetic truth. He loves me so much he'll accept being used, as long as there's a chance, however small, that I might eventually feel something real for him.

Men are so predictable.

I step aside, let him in.

"Are you sure? Because if you stay, you're all in. No more doubts. No more guilt. We do this together, and you accept that my feelings might take time to... develop."

"I'm sure. I'll wait. However long it takes."

Perfect.

"Marcus might call you. Ask questions."

"If he does, I'll tell him we made up. That I was just having cold feet but I'm committed now."

Even better than I planned.

I pull him toward the bedroom. He follows, but there's something different in him now. Anger beneath the compliance, resentment simmering under the desperation.

Good. Anger I can work with. Anger keeps him motivated.

***

Thursday Morning - One Day Before the Gala

I wake up to Adrian's hand wrapping around my throat—not gently, not playfully, but hard and possessive, choking off my air before I'm fully awake.

My eyes spring open. He's over me, expression dark and dangerous.

"Morning," he says, voice rough.

I should be alarmed, should push him away. Instead, I feel heat between my legs.

Finally.

"Adrian—"

He pauses, hand still around my throat, watching my face. Waiting.

I could say no. Could push him away. Stop this before it starts.

Instead, I arch slightly beneath him. Permission.

"Shut up." He squeezes harder, cutting off my words. "I don't want to hear you talk right now."

His other hand is already between my legs, roughly checking if I'm wet. I'm not, not yet. He doesn't care.

He spits on his fingers, uses that to prepare me—quick, perfunctory, harsh. Then he's pushing inside me hard, no buildup, no teasing.

I gasp from pain and surprise and something that feels like actual arousal for the first time in months.

"You like that?" he says, hand still on my throat. "You like it rough?"

I can't answer, can't breathe.

He releases my throat slightly. "Answer me."

"Yes," I gasp.

"Yes, what?"

"Yes, master."

He fucks me hard and brutal, his hips slamming into mine with force I didn't know he had. This isn't the careful, measured dominance he's been performing for three months. This is rage, real rage.

And god, it's exactly what I've been waiting for.

"Turn over," he commands suddenly, pulling out.

I start to move, but he grabs my hair. "No. On your knees. On the floor."

I slide off the bed, knees hitting the hard floor. He stands over me, hand still fisted in my hair.

"Open your mouth."

I obey, and he pushes his cock past my lips without warning, hitting the back of my throat immediately. I gag, eyes watering.

"That's it. Choke on it."

His hand tightens in my hair brutally as he fucks my mouth with no gentleness, no care. Just using me. I gag again, spit dripping down my chin.

"Look at you. On your knees where you belong. This is all you're good for."

The degradation should bother me. Instead, I feel myself getting wetter, desperate.

He pulls out just enough for me to gasp for air, then pushes back in deeper. I gag harder, throat constricting around him, tears streaming down my face now.

"Such a pretty mouth. Finally being used properly."

He fucks my face harder, hips snapping forward. Spit is everywhere now, messy and degrading, dripping onto my chest.

Just when I think I can't take anymore, he pulls out completely. I gasp, coughing.

"Get on the bed. Ass up. Face down."

I scramble back onto the bed, and he flips me onto my stomach, pulls my hips up with my ass in the air. His hand comes down on my ass hard, a real strike that makes me cry out.

"Tell me how worthless you are."

Another strike, harder.

"Say it. Tell me you're just using me."

Again. My ass is on fire.

"I'm using you," I gasp out, confused but too turned on to care.

"That's right. You're a manipulative bitch who doesn't give a fuck about anyone but herself."

The words should anger me. Instead, they make me wetter.

He enters me from behind without warning, fucks me even harder than before. One hand grips my hair, pulling my head back at a painful angle. The other grips my hip, fingers digging in deep.

"This is what you wanted, isn't it? To be used. To be hurt. To actually feel something."

"Yes," I sob. "Yes, master."

"Say you're nothing. Say you're just a hole for me to fuck."

Something in his voice—cruelty, real cruelty—gives me pause. This feels personal, like he's punishing me. But I'm too turned on to care.

"I'm nothing. Just a hole for you to fuck."

"Again."

"I'm nothing."

He releases my hair, pushes my face into the mattress, and fucks me harder while chasing his own release. It's overwhelming at this angle, almost too much. But I'm close, actually close to a real orgasm for the first time in months.

"Cum," he commands. "Now."

I do, screaming into the mattress, body convulsing around him. He slams into me harder, faster, losing control. "Fuck." He buries himself as deep as possible and cums with a harsh groan, flooding me.

We collapse, both breathing hard.

After a moment: "That was different."

"Good different?" he asks, voice carefully neutral.

"Very good different." I turn to look at him. "Where did that come from?"

"Figured out what you actually need instead of what I thought you needed."

I smile, satisfied. He finally understands, finally stopped being weak and started being real. The timing is perfect—one day before the gala.

He rolls out of bed, heads to the bathroom without another word. No aftercare, no gentle touches, no reassurance. Just nothing.

Exactly what I want.

I lie there, ass burning, body satisfied for the first time in months. Last night's fight was a test, and this morning proves he passed. He loves me enough to stay even knowing I don't love him back, loves me enough to wait and hope.

And that desperation makes him completely controllable.

I get up, examine myself in the mirror. My ass is covered in red handprints that will definitely bruise. Marks on my throat from his hand, faint but visible. Fingerprints on my hips. Evidence of real dominance.

Perfect.

In the shower, I let the hot water soothe my burning skin. Adrian finally figured it out—more confident, more aggressive, more real. And still completely under my control. The timing couldn't be better.

When I emerge from the bathroom, Adrian is dressed, making coffee in the kitchen.

"Breakfast?" he offers.

"Please."

We sit at my small dining table. The domesticity feels surreal after what just happened in the bedroom.

"So tomorrow," he says carefully. "The gala. Walk me through the plan one more time."

"Why? Having second thoughts?"

"No. I just want to make sure we're on the same page."

I reach across the table, take his hand. "We're absolutely doing this together. Tomorrow night, we both get what we want."

"Which is?"

"You get to watch Elena fall apart. I get Declan back. Simple."

"And after? After tomorrow night?"

"After tomorrow night, we celebrate. We've won." I pause, let sincerity show in my eyes. "And maybe... maybe I'll finally feel what you feel. Once this is over and I can breathe again."

Hope flashes across his face—exactly what I wanted.

"Really?"

"I can't promise anything. But Adrian, the reason I can't love you yet is because I'm still so consumed by this. By Declan, by revenge, by everything. Once it's over..." I squeeze his hand. "Once it's over, maybe I can finally move forward. With you."

It's a lie, but a useful one. He nods slowly, believing every word.

"That sounds good."

"What time should I pick you up tomorrow?"

"Let's arrive separately," I suggest. "Make individual entrances. More impact that way."

"Whatever you think is best."

Such a good soldier. So trusting, so easily manipulated.

After he leaves, I clean up breakfast and prepare for the day. My body is still humming from this morning's sex, still processing the brutality of it. Adrian finally understands what I need, and more importantly, he's still mine—completely, pathetically mine. Even after I admitted I don't love him, he came back. That's power.

I spend an hour getting ready. Hair perfect. Makeup flawless. The Chanel suit that makes me look untouchable. Professional. Harmless.

Then I take a car to Declan's building.

The building is easy. I've been here a thousand times. I walk up to the doorman with a smile and a small package I grabbed from my car—just an Amazon box, empty, but it looks official enough.

"Delivery for Ms. McNeil in the penthouse."

He nods, barely glancing at me, and picks up the intercom.

I wait, heart steady, while he buzzes up.

"Ms. McNeil? Delivery for you."

A pause. Then Elena's voice crackles through: "Come up."

The doorman waves me toward the elevator. I thank him and step inside, watching the numbers climb. Forty-five floors. The hallway is exactly as I remember it—same carpet, same sconces, same door at the end.

My door. Or it was.

I knock and wait.

Footsteps approach. The lock clicks.

The door opens.

Elena stands there in Declan's shirt and sleep shorts, hair messy, looking young and vulnerable and exactly like someone who's about to have her world shattered.

"Hello, Elena."

Her face goes pale. Satisfying.

"We need to talk," I say. "Woman to woman."

"We have nothing to discuss."

"Don't we? I think we have quite a lot to discuss." I glance past her into the penthouse—my penthouse, the one she's playing house in. "Are you going to let me in? Or should we do this in the hallway where the neighbors can hear?"

She hesitates. I can see her weighing options, trying to decide what's worse.

Finally, she steps aside.

Victory.

I walk in like I own the place—because I did, once. The apartment looks the same but different. Little changes everywhere.

"It looks different. You've redecorated."

"This is Declan's place. I haven't changed anything."

"Liar." I point to the throw pillows on the couch. New. Colorful. Not Declan's taste. "Those are new. And that art piece. Little touches. You're trying to erase me."

I move deeper into the apartment, running my fingers along the back of the couch. Reclaiming territory. Reminding her this was mine first.

"I lived here for two years. Know every corner. The loose floorboard in the bedroom. The way the shower takes three minutes to heat up." I turn to look at her, let my smile sharpen. "The spot on the kitchen counter where he likes to fuck."

Her face flushes. Beautiful. She's so easy to read.

I press the advantage. "He bent me over that counter dozens of times. Made me scream his name so loud the neighbors complained."

"Why are you here, Vivian?"

I sit on the couch—Declan's couch, my couch—and cross my legs. Take my time getting comfortable. Make her wait.

"To give you a chance. To walk away before Friday destroys you."

I pull out my phone, open the folder Matthew compiled, and turn the screen toward her.

Photos scroll past. Elena leaving her therapist's office. Getting coffee. Meeting that friend of hers for dinner. Dozens of images spanning weeks.

"I know everything about you," I say. "Your routines. Your vulnerabilities. Your secrets."

"I don't have secrets."

I almost laugh. "Everyone has secrets, Elena. For example—did you know your therapist, Dr. Lang, has been recording your sessions? Not just notes. Audio recordings."

The color drains from her face. Delicious.

"That's not legal without consent."

"You signed a consent form. Eighteen months ago when you started therapy. Buried in page seven of the intake paperwork."

I'm bluffing—I have no idea what's on those recordings, if they even exist. But she doesn't know that. I can see her trying to remember, second-guessing herself.

Perfect.

"What do you want?"

"I want you to leave him. Break up with Declan before the gala. Walk away clean."

"Why would I do that?"

"Because if you don't, I'll destroy him." I swipe to the video Matthew sent this morning. The one from the building across the street. "I have so much on both of you. Things that would end careers."

I turn the phone toward her.

Video footage. Declan and Elena in his office, fucking against the window. Her back arched, his hands on her hips. Earlier this week, according to Matthew's timestamp.

Her mouth opens. No sound comes out.

"How did you—"

"Telephoto lens from the building across. Forty-seven floors up, but with the right equipment..." I shrug. "Technology is amazing. That's arguably public indecency. Sex in a workplace. Grounds for dismissal. The board would have to act."

"You're insane."

"I'm prepared. There's a difference."

I set down my phone and let my expression soften. Time for a different approach.

"I loved him, you know. Declan. Really loved him."

"You have a funny way of showing it."

"I gave him two years. Submitted to his every demand. Let him tie me up, spank me, use me however he wanted. Even when I hated it. Because I thought if I just gave enough, he'd love me back."

She doesn't respond. Good. Let her sit with that.

"But he didn't love me. He loved the performance. The control. And when I told him I wanted more—wanted partnership, not just submission—he threw me away."

"That's not how Declan tells it."

"Of course it's not. Men always rewrite history to make themselves the hero." I lean forward, let genuine emotion creep into my voice. Not hard—some of this is actually true. "Do you really think you're different? Special? You're just the next performance, Elena. Younger, more compliant, easier to control."

"You don't know what we have."

"I know he'll get bored. He always does. And when he does, he'll find someone new. Someone younger. Someone more willing. Just like he replaced me with you."

"Get out."

"I'm just trying to help you. Save you the heartbreak I went through."

"Get. Out!"

I stand slowly, smooth my skirt. Stay calm. Stay in control.

"Friday. You have until Friday to make the right choice. Walk away, and I'll leave you alone. Stay, and I'll destroy you both."

I head for the door, then pause.

"The gala starts at eight. That gives you just under forty-eight hours to decide. Choose wisely, Elena. Your entire future depends on it."

I walk out, let the door close behind me, and take the elevator down.

In the lobby, I smile at the doorman again. Wave.

He waves back.

Outside, I get in the car and check my reflection in the compact mirror. Perfect. Not a hair out of place.

At two PM, I meet Matthew Dalton at our usual hotel. He hands over a thick folder—the final compilation of everything he's collected on Elena McNeil.

"Three weeks of surveillance," he says. "Photos, videos, audio recordings. Everything you asked for."

I flip through it. Hundreds of images—Elena leaving therapy, getting coffee, meeting friends, working at Shaw Industries. Every moment of her boring little life, documented.

"There's something else," Matthew says. "Yesterday she had an emergency therapy session. Looked very upset when she left."

He shows me photos. Elena outside Dr. Lang's office, clearly crying.

"Perfect. She's breaking."

"Also saw her meeting someone for coffee afterward. Friend, looked like. Blonde woman."

More photos—Elena and Sienna at a coffee shop.

"Did you get audio?"

"Some." He pulls out his phone, plays a clip.

Sienna's voice: "Maybe you are the problem."

Elena's response, defensive and hurt.

I smile. "Even her friends are turning on her. Excellent work, Matthew."

"What happens after tomorrow? After the gala?"

"After tomorrow, I won't need you anymore. Final payment and we part ways."

He looks at me for a long moment. "You know, Ms. Larson, this has been the most interesting job I've had in years."

He moves slightly closer, the interest in his eyes obvious. I consider it—having him attracted to me makes him easier to control, more willing to cross lines.

I lean forward slightly, let my blouse gap so it shows a good amount of cleavage. "After tomorrow. If everything goes perfectly, we'll see what happens."

His eyes darken. "I'll make sure it goes perfectly."

"I'm counting on it."

He leans in, kisses me—quick but hungry. I respond just enough to keep him interested, then pull back.

"Tomorrow night. Be at the Plaza by seven-thirty. I want you positioned where you can document everything."

"What am I documenting?"

"Elena McNeil's complete destruction."

After he leaves, I sit in the hotel room reviewing the surveillance files one more time. Every detail of Elena's life is here—every vulnerability, every weakness. Tomorrow night, I'll use all of it.

Back at Apex, I spend the afternoon in my office finalizing tomorrow's strategy. The office sex video is ready—clearly showing Declan and Elena having sex in his office during business hours. That alone could be grounds for termination if the board pushes it.

But I need more. Need something that destroys Elena so completely that Declan has no choice.

I open my safe, pull out the fabricated medical records. The abortion documents—my masterpiece. It's vile, I know it is. But it will work. Declan would never forgive her for aborting a potential child—his or Adrian's—without telling him. Never trust her again.

I sit back, satisfied. Multiple attack vectors, multiple contingencies. No way for them to defend against everything at once.

My office door opens. Adrian walks in.

"Hey. Wanted to see you before tomorrow. Make sure we're solid."

"We're solid. Why? Are you having doubts again?"

"No. No doubts. I'm committed. To you. To this. To us."

He seems genuine, earnest. This morning's sex must have reassured him.

"Good. Because tomorrow night changes everything. For both of us."

He crosses to my desk. "And Vivian? After tomorrow, when this is done... you meant what you said this morning? About maybe feeling something once this is over?"

I stand, move around the desk to him, touch his face gently. "I meant it. I can't promise anything. But yes, once this weight is lifted... maybe I can finally see what's right in front of me."

His whole face lights up. So easy, so predictable.

He kisses me, and I respond appropriately—warm, promising, just enough hope to keep him motivated.

"I should go," he says reluctantly. "Big day tomorrow. Need to prepare."

"Text me when you get home?"

"Of course."

After he leaves, I return to my desk, confident. Tomorrow will be perfect.

Back to my penthouse at seven PM, I pour wine, order sushi, and prepare for tomorrow. Full beauty routine—facial mask, hair treatment, everything that can be done tonight to save time tomorrow.

In my bedroom, I lay out the red dress—stunning, sophisticated, impossible to ignore. Red was always Declan's favorite color on me. He won't be able to not remember.

I stand in front of my full-length mirror in expensive lingerie, studying myself critically. My body is still perfect, maintained meticulously. But there are signs—fine lines, subtle softness. I'm thirty-five. Elena is twenty-five. Ten years younger, a decade I can never get back.

I'm running out of time. This is my last chance. This has to work.

I lie on my bed, hand sliding between my legs. I should be thinking about Adrian, about this morning's rough sex. Instead, I'm thinking about Declan, about our relationship, the two years together.

I never enjoyed submitting—hated the weakness, the kneeling, the power imbalance. But I loved the pain, the marks. And I loved the access it gave me, the power, the influence.

My fingers move faster. Tomorrow night. Declan will see me in that red dress, will remember. Elena will watch helplessly. The board will see the evidence. They'll demand Elena's termination. And Declan will have to choose.

I cum, but it's mechanical, empty. I lie there after, staring at the ceiling. Tomorrow. Everything changes tomorrow.

I pull out my burner phone and compose one last message to Elena.

Tomorrow night. 8 PM. Plaza Hotel. Wear something pretty. It's the last night you'll spend as Declan's girlfriend. After tomorrow, you'll just be the girl who destroyed his company. Sleep well, little girl. - V

I attach a photo from yesterday—Elena leaving Dr. Lang's office, clearly crying.

Add caption: Already breaking.

Send. Delete the burner app. Destroy the phone.

Tomorrow, I won't need anonymous harassment. Tomorrow, I destroy her publicly.

I pour another glass of wine, stand at my window overlooking Manhattan. Somewhere out there, Elena is probably panicking, reading my message, spiraling. Declan is probably trying to prepare, thinking he knows what's coming.

Neither of them understands the full scope of what I've planned. They think they're ready. They're not.

"One more day," I say to my reflection in the window. "One more day and Declan is mine again."

I finish my wine, set the glass down. Tomorrow requires perfection. And I don't do anything less than perfect.

I go to bed, set my alarm for 6 AM. Tomorrow is the most important day of my life—the day I take back everything Elena McNeil stole from me, the day I prove that youth and innocence are no match for experience and strategy. The day I win.

I close my eyes, smiling, dreaming of victory. Completely confident in my plan.


IMPACT


I'm standing in my bedroom, adjusting my bow tie for the third time, when Elena emerges from the bathroom.

She's in a black dress—elegant, sophisticated, fitted but not revealing. Her hair is up, makeup subtle but perfect. She looks beautiful. She also looks terrified.

"We don't have to do this," I say immediately. "We can still leave. Go to the airport right now."

"And let her win? No."

"Elena—"

"I'm not running, Declan. I'm not giving her that satisfaction." She crosses to me, starts adjusting my tie with shaking hands. "But I'm scared."

"I know."

"What if she has something we don't know about? What if we can't counter it?"

I still her hands, hold them. "Then we adapt. But we're going in prepared. Security positioned. Lawyers on standby. Counter-evidence ready to deploy. We're as ready as we can be."

"That's not very reassuring."

"I know." I pull her close, careful not to wrinkle her dress. "But whatever happens tonight, we handle it. Then we disappear. Just like you wanted."

"Promise?"

I hesitate. Because I'm not sure I can promise that anymore. But I don't tell her that yet.

"Promise," I lie.

She leans up, kisses me softly. "Thank you. For everything. For fighting for me. For not giving up on us."

"Never."

The kiss deepens. Her hands slide into my hair. Mine find her waist. For a moment, we're not two people preparing for war. We're just us.

"Declan," she breathes against my mouth. "We have twenty minutes before the car arrives."

"Not enough time."

"It's never enough time with you."

I back her against the bedroom wall, careful of her dress. My hands roam—her thighs, her hips, the curve of her waist. "Tonight," I promise, voice rough. "After this is over. I'm going to fuck you until you forget this entire night ever happened."

"I'm holding you to that."

"You should." I slide one hand under her dress, between her legs. She's already wet. "God, Elena."

"We really don't have time—"

"I know. But I need to touch you. Need to remember this is real."

I stroke her through her panties, and she gasps, gripping my shoulders. "Declan—"

"Just this. Just let me feel you."

She nods, and I increase the pressure. Not trying to make her cum—we genuinely don't have time—just grounding us both. Reminding us what we're fighting for. After a moment, I withdraw my hand. Adjust her dress. Kiss her forehead.

"Later," I promise.

"Okay."

We finish getting ready in charged silence. Both using the intimacy to cope with the anxiety of what's coming. At seven-thirty, Marcus texts: Car is downstairs. Security team in position at Plaza. We're ready.

I look at Elena. "Last chance. We can still not go."

She takes a deep breath, straightens her shoulders. "Let's go to war."

The car pulls up to the Plaza Hotel, and immediately I see the press. "Jesus," Elena mutters. "There are cameras everywhere."

"Ignore them. Eyes forward. Don't give them anything."

We exit the car, and immediately the shouting starts. "Ms. McNeil! How do you respond to questions about your qualifications?" "Declan! Are you still engaged to Vivian Larson?"

Elena's hand tightens on my arm, but she keeps walking. Head high. No reaction. We enter the Plaza lobby, and the noise cuts off as the doors close behind us.

"You okay?" I ask.

"No. But I'm functional."

"That's all we need."

Marcus meets us at the entrance to the ballroom. He's in a tux, looking as composed as ever, but I can see the tension in his shoulders. "Everything's in place," he says quietly. "Katherine's people are positioned throughout the room. Blending as guests and staff. If Vivian tries anything, we'll have documentation."

"Good."

"Adrian texted me ten minutes ago. Said Vivian's in the car. They're arriving separately—she wanted to make her own entrance."

"Of course she did."

We enter the ballroom, and the energy shifts immediately. Two hundred guests—tech industry elite, board members, investors, press. The room is stunning—crystal chandeliers, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Central Park, tables draped in white and gold. And every eye turns to us.

"They're all staring," Elena whispers.

"Let them. We have nothing to hide."

We move deeper into the room, and the crowd parts slightly. Some people nod politely. Others deliberately turn away. The battle lines are already drawn.

Patricia Chen approaches us immediately. She's in a burgundy gown, diamond necklace, looking every inch the powerful board member she is. "Declan. Elena. Brave of you to come tonight."

"We're not hiding from anyone, Patricia."

Her expression doesn't change. "No. I suppose you're not." She turns to Elena. "How are you holding up, dear?"

Elena's surprise is obvious. Patricia has never been warm toward her. "I'm... managing. Thank you for asking."

"This situation with Apex is unfortunate. Corporate warfare rarely benefits anyone." She looks back at me. "I hope you have a strategy beyond just weathering attacks."

"We do."

"Good. Because the board is watching tonight. Very closely." She glances around the room. "Vivian Larson is expected to attend. I trust there won't be... incidents."

"That depends on her," I say evenly.

Patricia nods slowly. "Indeed." She moves away, leaving us standing near the bar.

"Was that a warning or support?" Elena asks.

"Both. Patricia's practical—she'll back whoever she thinks will win."

We spend the next fifteen minutes working the room. Shaking hands. Making small talk. Pretending everything is normal. But I'm hyperaware. Watching entrances. Monitoring Elena's anxiety. Tracking board members' reactions.

Gerald Morrison—one of the more traditional board members—approaches with barely concealed hostility. "Declan. Surprised to see you here given the circumstances."

"What circumstances?"

"The Apex situation. The allegations. The... questions about company leadership." He glances at Elena dismissively. "Must be difficult competing with your ex-fiancée."

"Business is business. Personal is personal."

"Is it though? Seems quite personal from where I'm standing. Vivian Larson was a valuable board member until—" He stops, but the implication is clear. Until I removed her for exposing my relationship with Elena. "Vivian Larson violated confidentiality agreements and her fiduciary duty," I say coldly. "Her removal was justified."

"And yet she's thriving at Apex while Shaw Industries loses clients weekly."

Elena's hand tightens on my arm.

"If you have concerns about Shaw's performance, Gerald, we can discuss them Monday. This isn't the venue."

He smiles thinly. "Of course. Enjoy your evening."

After he walks away, Elena lets out a breath. "That was hostile."

"He's been questioning my leadership for months. Vivian just gave him ammunition."

"How many board members feel that way?"

"Enough to be a problem if tonight goes badly."

Marcus appears at my elbow. "Adrian just texted again. Vivian's pulling up now. Two minutes."

My jaw tightens. "Here we go."

Elena straightens beside me. "Where do you want to be when she enters?"

"Center of the room. Visible. Let her come to us."

We position ourselves near the middle of the ballroom, champagne in hand, projecting confidence we don't entirely feel. The room's energy shifts before I even see her. Conversations pause. Heads turn. The crowd near the entrance parts.

And Vivian Larson makes her entrance.

She's in red. Of course she's in red. The dress is stunning—formfitting, elegant, showing just enough skin to be memorable without being inappropriate. Her hair is down in loose waves. Diamond earrings catch the light. She looks exactly like she did two years ago when we were together. Like she's stepped out of a memory.

I feel Elena tense beside me.

"She looks—" Elena starts.

"Like she's coming for blood. Because she is."

Vivian scans the room slowly. Her eyes find mine across the crowd. She smiles—cold and confident. Then she starts walking directly toward us.

"Declan," Marcus warns quietly. "Katherine's people are watching. Whatever happens, stay calm."

"I'm always calm."

"You might want to loosen your grip on that glass."

I force my hand to relax. Vivian reaches us, and up close she's even more perfectly composed. Every detail calculated. Every angle considered.

"Declan," she says warmly, as if we're old friends. "You look well."

"Vivian."

She turns to Elena, and her smile sharpens. "And Elena. That's a lovely dress. Very... modest. Safe."

Elena's voice is steady despite her tension. "Thank you."

"I always preferred bold choices myself. But I suppose we all have different styles." The subtext is clear: You're a child playing dress-up. I'm a woman.

I step slightly in front of Elena. "Was there something you wanted, Vivian?"

"Just to say hello. We're all adults here. We can be civil, can't we?"

"Civility would have been not stalking my girlfriend for three weeks."

Her smile doesn't falter. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

"You broke into my apartment. Threatened her."

"Prove it."

We're drawing attention now. People nearby are watching, straining to hear. "I will prove it," I say quietly. "In court. Where you'll answer for harassment, stalking, and every other crime you've committed in pursuit of this pathetic vendetta."

Something flashes in her eyes—anger beneath the perfect composure—but she recovers instantly. "Such hostility. I'm simply here to attend a gala. Network. Support the industry." She glances around. "Where's Adrian? He should be here by now."

As if summoned, Adrian Collins appears at the entrance. He's in a tux, looking uncomfortable. His eyes find us immediately, and I see the conflict written across his face. "He warned us Vivian was planning something big. He's trying to help. But he's here with Vivian. Still playing his part."

He approaches slowly, and Vivian slides her arm through his immediately, her grip possessive. "There you are, darling," she says. "I was just catching up with Declan and Elena."

Adrian's expression is carefully neutral. "Declan. Elena."

I nod. "Adrian."

Elena meets Adrian's eyes for a brief moment—acknowledging him but nothing more. The four of us stand there in tense silence, and I can feel the entire ballroom watching. This is what Vivian wanted. This moment. The public confrontation. Everyone seeing us together. The exes and the current partners. The scandal made flesh.

"Well," Vivian says brightly, "we should mingle. So many people to see. But Declan? Save me a dance later. For old time's sake."

"Not a chance."

Her smile tightens. "We'll see."

She walks away, Adrian in tow, leaving us standing there. Elena lets out a shaky breath. "That was—"

"The opening salvo. It's only going to get worse from here."

I pull Elena away to a quieter corner near the windows overlooking Central Park. "I can't do this," she says, voice breaking. "She's so confident. What if she has something we don't know about?"

"We can handle it."

"You keep saying that. But Declan, what if tonight destroys us?"

I take her hand, threading our fingers together. "We'll face whatever comes. But right now, I need you to make it through the next few hours. Can you do that?"

"I don't know."

"Yes, you do. You're the strongest person I know. You saved my life once. You can survive one night with Vivian Larson."

She takes a shaky breath. "Okay. A few more hours. Then we disappear."

"Then we disappear."

I kiss her forehead, and for a moment we just stand there. Two people bracing for impact. Marcus appears. "Declan. It's starting."

"What is?"

"Check your phone."

I pull out my phone, and there's an airdrop notification from an unknown device. Video file.

I open it, and my stomach drops.

Video footage of Elena and me having sex in my office, filmed from across the street through the window. Earlier this week, after the board meeting, when I pinned her against the glass and fucked her while the city spread out below us.

Every moment captured. Unmistakable. Explicit.

"Oh god," Elena breathes beside me, looking at her own phone. "That's—"

"Illegally obtained surveillance. Filmed without our consent from the building across the street."

But the damage is done. Around us, murmurs are spreading. Other guests checking their phones. Watching the video. Someone uploaded it and airdropped it to everyone in range.

Patricia Chen approaches, phone in hand, face carefully blank. "Declan. Is this what I think it is?"

"Sexual conduct that was filmed illegally through a telephoto lens from a building we don't own. Voyeurism. Invasion of privacy. Multiple felonies."

"That may be true. But the conduct itself—" She stops, choosing her words carefully. "The board will have questions."

Gerald Morrison approaches, his earlier uncertainty gone, replaced by cold disapproval. "This is unacceptable. Sexual misconduct in the workplace. With a subordinate. During business hours."

"Elena isn't my subordinate. She's Chief Strategy Officer. We're equals."

"She reports to you. That's a subordinate." He looks at Elena with barely concealed contempt. "The board will need to discuss appropriate consequences."

Elena is shaking beside me. She's been humiliated, exposed in the worst possible way—every board member has now seen us together at our most intimate.

"This is revenge," I say coldly. "Vivian Larson orchestrated the whole thing. She hired someone to film us illegally and then distributed it to humiliate and destabilize."

"Then you should have been more careful," Gerald says. "You gave her ammunition."

Marcus appears with his tablet. "I'm documenting everything. Every airdrop. Every distribution. Every moment of this illegal surveillance. Vivian Larson just committed multiple felonies."

"Will that undo the damage?" Elena asks quietly.

No. It won't. The board members have seen too much. The other guests have seen too much.

The damage is done, and everyone knows it.

Across the room, Vivian is watching, a satisfied smile on her face.

This is going exactly as she planned.

Adrian appears at my side while Vivian is talking to someone across the room.

"She has one more thing," he says urgently. "Something she hasn't deployed yet. Something I didn't know about until tonight."

"What?"

"Fake embezzlement documents. She's going to accuse Elena of financial crimes publicly. Tonight. Right now."

My blood runs cold. "When?"

"Now. She's about to take the microphone."

I look across the room. Vivian is moving toward the stage where awards are supposed to be presented.

"Can we stop her?"

"Not without making a scene. And she'll just do it anyway."

Adrian moves away quickly, rejoining Vivian before she can notice his absence. But I saw her eyes track him, saw the brief flicker of suspicion.

She knows something's wrong.

Vivian takes the microphone. She's supposed to be introducing an award—some tech innovation recognition.

Instead, she goes completely off-script.

"Before we continue," she says, voice clear and confident, "I feel compelled to address something. As former Shaw Industries board member, I'm deeply concerned about financial irregularities I've discovered."

The room goes silent.

I immediately start moving toward her, but she keeps talking.

"Elena McNeil, Chief Strategy Officer at Shaw Industries, has authorized transfers totaling over twenty million dollars to offshore accounts over the past six months. I felt it was my duty to report this to the proper authorities. In fact, I've already submitted documentation to the SEC for investigation."

Sharp, audible gasps spread through the ballroom.

Elena is frozen beside me, face draining of color.

Every eye in the room turning to stare.

Patricia Chen looks stunned. "Is this true?"

I reach the stage, take the microphone from Vivian's hand. "It's completely fabricated. Ms. Larson has been waging a campaign of harassment and illegal surveillance for months, and this is her latest desperate attempt."

The room explodes into chaos—voices rising in shock and disbelief, conversations erupting on all sides. Board members cluster together in urgent discussion, while other guests pull out their phones, already spreading the news.

Vivian speaks without the microphone, voice carrying anyway. "I have documentation. I've already submitted it to the SEC. They'll investigate and determine the truth."

"Documentation you fabricated using illegally obtained access to Shaw Industries' systems."

"Prove it."

We're face to face now, the entire gala watching our confrontation.

"I will prove it," I say quietly, for her ears only. "In court. Where you'll face charges for harassment, stalking, illegal surveillance, corporate espionage, and defamation. Everything you've done tonight is documented. Every crime. Every violation. And you just committed them all in front of two hundred witnesses."

Real fear flashes across her face for the first time tonight.

"You can't prove anything!"

"We have the PI you hired. Matthew Dalton. He's already talking to our lawyers. Providing testimony about everything you paid him to do. The surveillance. The edited footage. The illegal filming. All of it."

It's not entirely true yet, but I need her off balance.

It works better than I expected. Her carefully maintained mask slips—just for a moment, but long enough for me to see the panic underneath.

"You're bluffing."

"Am I? Because you look scared, Vivian. For the first time tonight, you look scared."

Marcus appears at the edge of the stage. "Police are on their way. Katherine filed emergency complaints twenty minutes ago. Harassment, stalking, illegal surveillance, voyeurism, defamation. They're issuing a warrant."

Vivian's reaction is immediate and visceral—all color drains from her face, her perfectly composed expression crumbling into something close to panic. Her hand grips the microphone stand for support.

"This isn't over," she insists, but the confidence has completely left her voice.

"Yes it is. You lost. Not because we're stronger or smarter. But because you crossed lines you can't uncross. And now you're going to pay for it."

I step off the stage, leaving her standing there.

The room is complete chaos. Board members demanding explanations. Guests leaving. Press trying to document everything.

I find Elena, and she's barely holding it together.

"They all saw," she says, voice shaking. "Every board member. Every guest. Everyone saw us—"

"I know."

"And now they think I stole money. That I'm a—" Her voice breaks. "What if we can't prove it's fake?"

"We will."

But she's already turning, fleeing the ballroom. I follow immediately, find her in the hotel corridor outside.

She's hyperventilating, makeup running, completely breaking down.

"I can't—I can't do this—"

"Elena." I pull her into my arms. "Breathe. Just breathe."

"My career is over. My reputation. Everything I've worked for." She's sobbing now, words tumbling out. "They'll always see me as the girl who fucked her boss and stole from the company. Even if we prove the embezzlement is fake, they'll always wonder. Always question if I really earned anything or if I just—"

"We'll prove it's false—"

"How? The SEC is investigating. The board saw us having sex in your office. Vivian's been surveilling us for weeks." She looks up at me, devastated. "She won. Don't you see? Even if we prove everything is fake, the damage is done. Your board will never trust me. Your company will never recover. I've destroyed everything."

"You haven't destroyed anything. She has. And we're going to make her pay for it."

"How? How do we come back from this?"

I pull her closer, trying to find the right words. "We stay and fight. We can't run from this—if we leave now, everyone believes you're guilty. The SEC investigation proceeds. Your name is destroyed forever. We have to stay and prove the truth."

"I can't. I can't face these people anymore."

"You won't have to face them tonight. We go home. But we don't leave the city until we've cleared your name. Then we disappear."

She stares at me. "How long?"

"I don't know. Two weeks. Maybe three. However long it takes to prove the embezzlement documents are fabricated."

"And in the meantime? While the SEC investigates? While everyone thinks I'm a criminal?"

"We document everything. We build our case. We destroy Vivian Larson legally and permanently."

Elena is quiet for a long moment, then takes a shaky breath. "Okay. We stay. We fight. But Declan, the second my name is cleared—"

"The second your name is cleared, we disappear. I promise."

Marcus finds us in the corridor. "We need to leave. Now. Press is everywhere. Board members are demanding statements."

"We're going. But Marcus, I need you."

"For what?"

"Building the case against Vivian. Proving the embezzlement charges are false. Elena's not leaving the city until her name is cleared."

Marcus nods immediately. "I'll get forensic accountants on it first thing tomorrow. We'll trace every document, prove the whole thing is fabricated."

"How long?"

"Two weeks minimum. Maybe three. These things take time."

"We have time. The SEC won't move that fast anyway."

"What about the board?" Marcus asks. "They're going to demand answers."

"Emergency meeting Monday morning. We present our case. Show them the illegal surveillance, the fabricated documents. Everything."

"And if they want Elena suspended pending investigation?"

"Then I threaten to resign. Make them choose between her and me."

Elena touches my arm. "Declan, you can't—"

"Yes I can. You're more important than the company. More important than my position. If the board can't see that, they don't deserve either of us."

Marcus studies us both. "You're really going to stay? See this through?"

"Yes," I say.

Elena nods. "We don't have a choice."

"Then let's get you out of here before the press corners you."

We head for the side exit, bypassing the main ballroom where chaos still reigns.

Adrian intercepts us in the corridor, looking shaken.

"Where are you going?"

"Home. Away from this circus."

"Vivian knows," he says quietly. "She knows I warned you. She figured it out."

"Are you safe?"

"I don't know. Probably not." He looks at Elena. "I'm sorry. For all of this. I helped her get this far. I should have stopped her sooner."

Elena's voice is quiet. "You're stopping her now. That's what matters."

"It's not enough. She's—" Adrian glances back toward the ballroom nervously. "She's not done. Even with the police coming. Even with everything falling apart. She won't stop."

"Then we'll deal with whatever comes next," I say. "But Adrian, you need to get away from her. Tonight. Before this gets worse."

He nods slowly. "I know. I will. Just... be careful. Both of you."

We leave through the side exit into a waiting car Marcus arranged.

Behind us, the Plaza is swarming with police cars, red and blue lights reflecting off the building.

Vivian's plan just imploded spectacularly.

But as we pull away, I can't shake the feeling that Adrian was right.

She's not done.

This isn't over.

Elena leans against me in the back seat, silent for a long moment. Then quietly: "Sienna's going to see this. Probably already has."

"She'll understand."

"Will she? We just had that fight, and now..." Her voice breaks slightly. "I don't know if I can face her after this."

"You won't have to. Not until you're ready."

She stares out the window at the passing city lights. "Two weeks feels like forever right now."

"I know."

"What if the accountants can't trace it back to Vivian? What if she covered her tracks too well?"

"Then we find another way. But she made mistakes tonight—she was too confident, too public. That works in our favor."

"I just want to go home and forget tonight happened."

"We will. We're almost there."

She's quiet for a moment, her hand finding mine. "Thank you. For not leaving. For staying and fighting with me."

"There's nowhere else I'd rather be."

"Even though I've brought nothing but chaos to your company?"

"You've brought more than chaos. You saved my life, remember? Everything else is just noise."

We ride the rest of the way in silence. Manhattan slides past the windows—late night traffic, lit buildings, the city that never sleeps.

Somewhere out there, Vivian Larson is realizing her plan failed, that everything she did tonight only made our case against her stronger, that she's facing criminal charges and complete professional destruction.

But as we pull up to my building, I can't shake Adrian's warning.

She's not done.

What if he's right? What if tonight was just the beginning?

We enter my building, take the elevator to the forty-fifth floor. Inside, Elena immediately breaks down completely. All the composure she maintained tonight—gone.

She's sobbing, shaking, trauma pouring out.

I hold her on the couch, let her cry, don't try to fix it yet. This is processing. This is release.

After a long time, she pulls back. "I'm exhausted."

"I know. Let's go to bed."

"I don't think I can sleep."

"Then we'll lie there awake together."

We move to the bedroom, help each other undress—the formal wear stripped away, replaced by comfortable clothes. We climb into bed, and she curls against my chest.

"Two weeks," she says quietly. "Then we disappear."

"Promise?"

She falls asleep eventually, exhausted from everything. I lie awake, one arm around her, mind racing through everything that happened.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand. Text from Marcus:

Police arrested Vivian as she left the Plaza. Charges filed: harassment, stalking, illegal surveillance, distribution of intimate images without consent, defamation. She was processed and released an hour ago. Restraining order in effect.

My stomach sinks. She's already out. Already free to move around the city.

Another text comes through seconds later. From an unknown number.

This isn't over. You took everything from me. I'll take everything from you. Starting with her. - V

Dread washes over me.

She's out there right now. Somewhere in Manhattan. Threatening Elena.

The restraining order means nothing to someone with nothing left to lose.

Adrian was right. She's not done. Not even close.

I delete the message before Elena can see it. Pull her closer, feeling her breathe steadily against me.

And wonder what the hell Vivian Larson will do next.

Because if tonight taught me anything, it's that she's capable of far worse than we imagined.

And now she has nothing left to lose.


REPRISAL


Saturday Morning - One Day After the Gala

I wake up in my own bed, but it feels like a prison.

The ankle monitor is heavy around my left ankle, a constant reminder that I'm being watched. My passport is surrendered. I'm trapped in Manhattan, free but not free.

I'm still wearing the red dress from last night—I was too exhausted after being processed and released to change. It's wrinkled, torn slightly at the hem where someone stepped on it during the arrest. My makeup is smudged across my pillow, mascara streaked down my face.

This wasn't how it was supposed to go.

I was supposed to destroy Elena, humiliate her publicly, force Declan to see what a liability she is. Instead, I'm the one who was arrested, perp-walked out of the Plaza Hotel in handcuffs while the entire tech industry watched.

And Elena? She's probably curled up in Declan's bed right now, playing the victim perfectly.

My phone is on the nightstand—I grab it with shaking hands. Seventy-three missed calls. Hundreds of messages. Most from reporters wanting comments. Some from former colleagues asking if the accusations are true. A few from people I thought were friends, already distancing themselves.

One message stands out. From Maxwell Hendricks at Apex, sent at 7 AM: Call me immediately.

I don't bother showering or changing. Just call Maxwell back immediately, still in the ruined red dress.

He answers on the first ring. "Vivian. The board met this morning. Emergency session."

My stomach drops. "On a Saturday?"

"After what happened last night, yes. You're terminated effective immediately. Security already cleared out your office."

The words cut deep. "You can't do this. I built that division—"

"You built a liability. We hired you for strategic thinking, for insider knowledge of Shaw Industries. Instead, you waged a personal vendetta that cost us hundreds of millions in lost business and brought criminal charges that will destroy our reputation."

"Maxwell, give me a chance to fix this—"

"There's nothing to fix. You were arrested last night on multiple felony charges. You're facing years in prison. The press is having a field day. Do you have any idea what this does to Apex?"

"I can explain—"

"Don't come back to the office. Don't contact anyone here. Our lawyers will be in touch about potential civil action for the losses you caused. We're exploring whether we can sue you personally."

He hangs up.

I sit on the edge of my bed, phone in hand, trying to process. In less than twelve hours, I've lost my job, my freedom, my reputation.

All because of Elena McNeil.

I finally strip off the red dress, leaving it in a heap on the floor. Shower, letting the hot water run over me until it goes cold. Put on sweatpants and a t-shirt—the first time I've worn something this casual in years.

When I emerge, my phone is ringing again. Adrian.

I answer immediately. "Where are you? We need to talk."

Silence on the other end. Then: "Vivian, we're done."

"You're breaking up with me over the phone? After everything?"

"After everything, yes. You went too far last night. The stalking, the illegal surveillance, the fabricated embezzlement charges—those are serious crimes."

"I did what was necessary—"

"You did what was insane. And I'm not going down with you." His voice is firm, final. "I warned Declan. I told him about the surveillance, about the embezzlement scheme. That's why he was ready for you last night."

I feel sick with betrayal. "You... you told him?"

"I realized what you were becoming. What we were becoming together. I couldn't let it continue."

"You fucking traitor.. You ruined everything—"

"No, Vivian. You ruined everything. You always were going to. I just finally saw it clearly." He pauses. "Don't call me again. Don't text. We're done. Completely."

He hangs up.

I throw my phone across the room. It hits the wall, screen cracking but still functional.

Everyone has left me. Declan chose Elena. Adrian betrayed me. Maxwell chose Apex's reputation. Even the PI I paid—Matthew Dalton—turned on me to save himself.

I'm completely alone.

Saturday Afternoon

I pour wine even though it's barely noon. Drink two glasses quickly, trying to numb the rage and humiliation churning inside me.

The doorbell rings. I open it to find my lawyer, Harold Strauss, standing there with a briefcase and a grim expression.

"We need to talk about your options," he says, walking past me into the apartment without invitation.

We sit at my dining table. He pulls out documents, spreads them across the expensive wood.

"The charges are serious. Harassment, stalking, illegal surveillance, distribution of intimate images without consent, defamation. The DA has documentation of everything—every airdrop traced back to your location, every surveillance photo matched to the PI you hired."

"Can you get them dropped?"

"Not dropped. Maybe reduced if you cooperate. There's a plea deal on the table—three years in prison, five years probation. Given the evidence against you, I recommend taking it."

Three years in prison. Three years of my life gone because of Elena McNeil.

"I need time to think about it."

"You have until Wednesday. But Vivian, if you go to trial, you're looking at five to seven years. The evidence is overwhelming. Multiple witnesses. Your own PI gave a full statement to avoid charges. Even Adrian Collins is cooperating with prosecutors."

Of course Adrian is cooperating. The bastard.

After Harold leaves, I spend the afternoon drinking wine and staring at the city below. The ankle monitor beeps periodically, reminding me I'm trapped here, monitored every minute.

I Google myself. The headlines are everywhere:

"Tech Executive Arrested on Stalking Charges"

"Former Shaw Board Member Accused of Harassment Campaign"

"Vivian Larson: Scorned Ex or Criminal Stalker?"

I click on one article, scroll to the comments.

She's clearly mentally ill.

This is what happens when older women can't accept aging.

Declan Shaw dodged a bullet.

Imagine being 35 and this desperate.

She should be locked up permanently.

I close the laptop, hands shaking with rage.

They don't understand. None of them understand what she took from me.

***

Sunday

I spend Sunday in a haze. Barely eating, drinking too much wine, pacing my apartment like a caged animal.

The ankle monitor beeps. My phone stays silent except for more reporters calling, more former colleagues sending carefully worded messages that basically amount to "stay away from me."

I open my safe around noon, pull out a folder I've been saving. The abortion documents—fabricated medical records showing Elena had a termination six weeks after her affair with Adrian ended.

I hold them in my hands, staring at the forged signatures, the fake dates, the careful details that make them look legitimate.

It's possibly the most vile thing I've ever created. Framing someone for aborting a pregnancy that never existed.

But it's also the only weapon I have left.

Adrian doesn't know about these. Matthew Dalton never saw them. They're my secret, my insurance policy, my last card to play.

I spend Sunday night staring at those documents, drinking wine, trying to decide if I'm really going to use them.

Harold said I have until Wednesday to accept the plea deal. Three years in prison either way, probably.

If I'm going to prison regardless, I might as well make sure Elena's life is destroyed too.

***

Monday Morning

I wake up Monday with my decision made. If I'm going down, I'm taking her with me.

The restraining order prohibits direct contact with Declan, but sending an anonymous email with documents isn't technically contact. It's information. Evidence. Something he deserves to know about his girlfriend.

That's how I justify it to myself, anyway.

I spend Monday morning crafting the perfect email. It needs to look like it's from a concerned medical professional who stumbled aLarson records they felt ethically obligated to share.

I create a new email address using a VPN and fake credentials: dr.sarah.mitchell.md@gmail.com

Then I write carefully, reading it over multiple times to make sure it sounds legitimate:

Mr. Shaw,

I apologize for contacting you anonymously, but I feel you have a right to know information that has recently come to my attention regarding Elena McNeil.

I am a medical professional who came aLarson records from Women's Health Center of Manhattan indicating that Ms. McNeil underwent a pregnancy termination on October 15th of last year. According to the intake forms, she indicated uncertainty about paternity, listing the time frame as coinciding with relationships with both yourself and another individual.

I understand this is deeply personal information, but given the public nature of your relationship and recent events, I felt you deserved to know. The decision to share this was not made lightly, but I believe transparency is important in matters of this significance.

The attached documents are copies of the medical records in question.

I hope you understand my position in bringing this to your attention.

Respectfully,

A Concerned Party

I attach the fabricated medical records—intake forms, consent documents, post-procedure notes. Everything perfectly forged by the contact I paid handsomely months ago.

My finger hovers over the send button.

This is it. Once I send this, there's no taking it back. The documents will be in Declan's hands, and even if he eventually proves they're fake, the doubt will be planted. The seed will be there.

He'll look at Elena differently. Wonder if it could be true. Question whether she's capable of hiding something this significant.

And Elena will know someone is still coming for her, that I'm not done, that she'll never be safe.

I think about Harold's warning. About the plea deal. About cooperating.

I think about three years in prison either way.

If I'm going to prison regardless, I might as well make sure Elena McNeil suffers too.

I hit send.

Watch the email disappear into the void, carried by encrypted servers and VPNs that will make it nearly impossible to trace back to me.

Then I pour another glass of wine and wait.

Wait for Declan to check his email. Wait for him to open the attachments. Wait for the doubt to take root.

Wait for Elena's perfect little world to implode.

The ankle monitor beeps, reminding me I'm trapped in this apartment, monitored and controlled. But my mind is already somewhere else, imagining the moment Declan confronts Elena about the abortion.

Imagining her face when she realizes she can't prove it didn't happen.

Imagining Declan looking at her with doubt, with disgust, with the realization that maybe he doesn't know her as well as he thought.

I don't know if this will win him back. Probably not—I'm past that delusion now.

But it will hurt her. It will plant doubt in Declan's mind. It will make her feel what I feel—betrayed, exposed, helpless.

And right now, that's enough.

I finish my wine and settle in to wait for the chaos to begin.

Because somewhere aLarson the city, Declan Shaw is about to read the worst possible thing about the woman he loves.

And Elena McNeil is about to learn that I'm not done with her yet.

Not even close.


DOUBT


Monday Morning - Three Days After the Gala

The forensic accountants started this morning. Marcus coordinated everything—they're combing through every financial document, building the case that will prove the embezzlement charges are fabricated.

Two weeks, they said. Maybe three.

Elena is on administrative leave from Shaw Industries in the meantime. Not fired, not suspended, just waiting while the SEC investigates accusations we know are false but can't yet prove.

She's in the bedroom now, still sleeping. Or pretending to—it's hard to tell anymore. She barely slept after the gala, and yesterday she was convinced someone was following her. Maybe someone was. Or maybe paranoia is just another thing Vivian accomplished.

I'm at the dining table with my laptop and coffee, reviewing security protocols Marcus implemented. Six guards now instead of two. Cameras. Protective film on the windows.

My email dings. I almost ignore it—I've been letting Marcus handle everything that isn't critical.

But this one catches my eye.

Subject line: Regarding Elena McNeil - Important Information

Sender: dr.sarah.mitchell.md@gmail.com

I don't recognize the name. Could be spam. Could be another reporter.

"Instead of deleting it like I should, I open it."

"The message is brief, formal." A supposed medical professional claiming they stumbled aLarson records. Attached are three PDFs—medical forms from Women's Health Center of Manhattan.

Patient name: Elena Kate McNeil. Date: October 15th of last year.

Pregnancy termination.

Uncertainty about paternity.

I stare at the screen, heart pounding. October 15th was six weeks after Elena's affair with Adrian ended.

The consent form has Elena's signature at the bottom. It looks real.

I close the laptop.

"This has to be fake. Another one of Vivian's manipulations."

But what if it's not?

I should delete the email. Tell Elena immediately.

Instead, I forward it to myself from a different account. Save the attachments.

"What the hell is wrong with me?"

Elena emerges from the bedroom around nine, exhausted and drawn.

"Morning," she says quietly.

"Morning. How did you sleep?"

"I didn't, really." She pours coffee, sits across from me. "Any news?"

"Forensic team is making progress. Nothing concrete yet."

She nods, staring into her coffee.

I should tell her about the email right now. Should show her the documents.

Instead I hear myself say, "I need to go into the office for a few hours. Meeting with legal."

"Okay. I'll be fine here."

I kiss her forehead—it feels forced—and leave before she can notice something's wrong.

I don't go to the office. I go to Marcus's apartment in Tribeca.

He opens the door looking concerned. "What's going on?"

I hand him my phone with the email open. Watch his face as he reads.

"Something hardens in his face." "Where did this come from?"

"Anonymous email this morning."

"It's fake. Has to be Vivian's work."

"Probably. But what if it's not?"

He looks at me sharply. "Can you verify them? The clinic, the documents—there has to be a way to check."

"That's protected health information. They won't confirm or deny without Elena's consent." Marcus studies me. "Why aren't you asking Elena about this directly?"

"Because if it's fake and I ask her, I'm accusing her of hiding something massive. That damages us even if she's innocent."

"And if it's real and you don't ask?"

"Exactly."

We sit in heavy silence.

"I'll make some calls," Marcus finally says. "See what I can verify about the clinic, the document formats. But even if I can't prove they're fake, that doesn't mean they're real."

"I know."

"You need to talk to Elena. That's the only way you'll actually know."

But I'm not ready. Not yet.

"I'm barely out of Marcus's building when Adrian calls, asking to meet.

The coffee shop in the East Village he suggests is quiet, nearly empty. He looks terrible when he arrives—like he hasn't slept in days."

"Thanks for meeting me," he says.

"What did you want to talk about?"

"I wanted to apologize. For everything. The affair, helping Vivian, all of it." He pauses. "And to warn you—she's not done. Even under house arrest, she's planning something. I know her."

The email burns in my mind.

"Adrian, did Vivian ever mention anything about Elena being pregnant? Last year, around October?"

His expression shifts. "Why are you asking that?"

"Just answer."

He's quiet for a long moment. "Once. When we were planning, she said she wished she had something more personal to use."

My stomach drops.

"Why?"

"I show him the email, watching his face as he reads."

"Jesus Christ. She actually fabricated medical records." He looks up at me. "These are fake, right? You know they're fake?"

"I don't know what to think."

"Declan." He sets down the phone carefully. "I was with Elena for two weeks in Paris. We were careful, but not perfectly careful." He pauses. "If she did get pregnant, the timing would make it genuinely uncertain."

"Would she terminate without telling either of us?"

He struggles with the answer. "The Elena I knew wouldn't. But I didn't know her as well as I thought." He meets my eyes. "She hid the affair for weeks. Lied constantly. So hiding a termination?" He shakes his head. "I honestly don't know."

We sit in silence for a moment.

"Even if it's real," Adrian continues, "you need to ask yourself if you can live with it. Because if you confront her and it's fake, you've shown you don't trust her. And if it's real and you can't forgive her, what's the point?"

He's right. But that doesn't make this easier.

I spend the afternoon driving aimlessly, phone off, trying to think.

The rational part knows this is almost certainly fake. Vivian has proven she'll fabricate anything.

But the irrational part—the part that's been burned before, that knows Elena lied for months—can't completely dismiss it.

By six PM, I've made my decision. I have to ask her. Elena is on the couch with her laptop when I walk in. She glances up, manages a small smile.

"How was your meeting?"

"Fine." I set down my keys. "Elena, we need to talk."

Her smile fades. "What's wrong."

I sit across from her. Pull up the email on my phone. Hand it to her.

She reads. 'Oh my god,' she whispers.

"This is fake. You know that, right?"

"Probably."

"'Probably'?" Her voice rises. "Declan, you can't seriously think this is real"

"I need to hear it from you. Were you pregnant last October?"

"No! Of course not!"

"Are you sure? Because the timing—"

"I'm sure! I would know if I'd been pregnant!" She stands up, pacing. "I can't believe you're even asking me this."

"Vivian has had months to plan. If there's any truth to this—"

"There's no truth! It's completely fabricated!" She's crying now, angry tears. "After everything, you actually think I'd do this?"

"I'm not saying I think that. I'm saying I need to be sure."

She looks at me like I slapped her. 'So you don't trust me."

"That's not fair. You lied for months during the affair—"

"And I've spent every day since trying to make up for that! I saved your life! I've stood by you through everything! And the first time Vivian sends something vicious, you believe her over me!"

"I'm not saying I believe her—"

"Then why are you asking?!" She's shouting now. "If you trusted me, you'd delete that email! But instead, you investigated—talked to Marcus, probably Adrian too—and now you're demanding I prove something that never happened!"

"Elena—"

"What do you want? A blood test? Should I call the clinic and prove I was never there? Would that be enough? Or will you always wonder?"

"I just need to know the truth," I say quietly.

"The truth is I love you. The truth is I've never been pregnant. The truth is Vivian is trying to destroy us from the inside because she failed publicly." Her voice breaks. "And you're letting her succeed."

She stands abruptly, grabs her phone, and walks toward the bedroom.

"Where are you going?"

"To get documentation proving I was never a patient. To give you the proof you apparently need."

The bedroom door slams.

My phone buzzes. Text from Marcus:

Clinic confirmed via lawyer. No patient records for Elena McNeil. Documents are forged.

The relief lasts about two seconds before the guilt crushes it.

I go to the bedroom. Elena is on the phone, crying.

"Yes, I need verification... No, I understand HIPAA..." She sees me. "Never mind. I have the verification."

She hangs up. "Marcus texted you."

"Yes."

"So now you believe me." The edge in her voice makes me flinch.

"Elena—"

"Get the fuck out."

"What?"

"Out of the bedroom. I can't even look at you right now."

"I'm sorry. I had to—"

"Had to what?" She whirls on me. "Had to investigate me? Had to spend hours thinking maybe I actually did this?"

"I needed to be sure—"

"You needed—" She laughs, and it's ugly. "You know what you needed? You needed to trust me. You could've shown me that email and we could've laughed at how pathetic Vivian is. Instead you went behind my back."

"That's not—"

"You thought I was capable of this." Her voice cracks. "After everything. You actually thought I could—"

"I didn't know what to think!"

"Exactly!" She's yelling now. "You didn't know! Because some part of you will always wonder if I'm lying. If I'm playing you. If I'm just like her."

"That's not fair—"

"Fair?" She shoves past me, starts yanking clothes out of the dresser. "I've spent months being judged by everyone in my life. I thought you were different."

"I am—"

"You're not!" A shirt hits the bed. Then another. "You're just better at hiding it."

"Elena, stop—"

She spins around, and there are tears streaming down her face even though she's still glaring at me. 'What's your excuse for not believing me?"

I open my mouth. Nothing comes out.

"Yeah. That's what I thought." She goes back to packing.

"Don't do this. We can talk—"

"Talk?" She zips the bag so hard I think it might break. "You want to talk now? After you already decided I was guilty and had to wait for Marcus to give you permission to believe me?"

"It wasn't like that—"

"Then what was it like?" She's in my face now. "Tell me. What was going through your head when you read that email? Did you immediately think 'this is obviously fake'? Or did you think 'maybe she really did terminate my baby and lie about it'?"

The silence is brutal.

"That's what I thought." She grabs the bag.

"Where are you going?"

"Sienna's"

"Elena—"

"No." She holds up a hand. "I'm done. I have spent months being second-guessed and judged. I will not do it in my own relationship."

"Please. Just wait—"

"For what? For you to trust me next time? Or will there always be some doubt? Some tiny voice asking if Vivian might be right about me?"

"Fuck sakes, that isn't—"

"It is!" Her voice breaks. "And I can't—" She stops, breathes. When she speaks again, it's quieter, and somehow worse. "I can't live like that. Always wondering when the next accusation will come. When you'll believe someone else's lies instead of me."

She walks toward the door.

"Elena, please—"

She stops, doesn't turn around. "You chose to believe her, even for a second. That tells me everything I need to know about where I stand."

The door closes.

Not a slam. Just a quiet click that somehow sounds so much worse.

I stand there like an idiot, security guards in the hallway tactfully studying the ceiling, the floor, anywhere but me.

My phone buzzes.

Elena: I'll call tomorrow. I need space.

Another buzz.

Elena: I love you. But I don't know if that's enough anymore.

I text back: I love you. I'm sorry.

No response.

I pour a drink and sit at the window, watching the city blur.

Vivian's under house arrest, ankle monitor keeping her trapped in her apartment. But even from there, she's destroying us.

Not with violence or public humiliation.

But with doubt.

With the insidious poison of wondering if the person you love is capable of the things you're told they've done.

My phone rings. Marcus.

"Elena called me. She's safe at Sienna's."

"Good."

"For what it's worth, you did what any rational person would do. You had to ask."

"Then why does it feel like I destroyed everything?"

"Because Vivian knew this would create doubt either way. If the documents are real, you'd be devastated. If they're fake and you ask about them, you damage the relationship. It's a no-win scenario."

"So what do I do?"

"Give her space tonight. Tomorrow, apologize without justifying it. Then hope she forgives you."

"And if she doesn't?"

Marcus is quiet. "Then I don't know."

After we hang up, I sit alone in the dark.

I don't know if we can come back from this.

All I know is tomorrow, I have to fight for us. Have to prove that despite my doubts, I know who Elena really is.

And hope that's enough.

Because losing her now would be worse than anything Vivian could do.

I finish my drink and go to bed alone, knowing Elena is across the city doing the same.

Both of us wondering if love is enough when trust keeps breaking.


DEPARTURE


Tuesday Morning - Four Days After the Gala

I barely slept on Sienna's couch. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Declan's face when he asked me about the abortion. The doubt in his eyes.

Sienna left for work early, told me to stay as long as I need. The apartment is quiet except for the street noise filtering through the windows—so different from Declan's soundproofed penthouse forty-five floors above the city.

My phone has been buzzing all morning. Declan calling, texting. I've ignored all of it.

I don't know what to say to him yet. Don't know if there's anything he can say that will fix this.

Around nine AM, there's a knock on the door. I check the peephole.

Declan.

Of course he'd come here. Of course he wouldn't give me the space I asked for.

"I could ignore it, make him stand in the hallway until he gives up. But I open the door."

He looks terrible—like he hasn't slept either. Still wearing yesterday's clothes, hair disheveled, eyes red.

"Can I come in?"

I step aside wordlessly.

He walks in, looks around Sienna's small studio apartment—such a contrast to his place. Everything is modest, lived-in, real.

"Elena—"

"Don't." I hold up my hand. "Whatever you came here to say, I'm not ready to hear it."

"I need to apologize, for everything."

He moves closer. "I fucked up. I should have shown you the email immediately. Should have deleted it without a second thought. I should have trusted you."

"But you didn't."

"No. I didn't." He rubs the back of his neck—a gesture I've seen a thousand times when he's frustrated with himself. "I let Vivian get in my head. Let her exploit the fact that we're still rebuilding trust after the affair."

"So this is my fault? Because I cheated, I deserve to be doubted forever?"

"That's not what I'm saying—"

"Then what are you saying, Declan? Because right now it feels like no matter what I do, no matter how much I sacrifice, there will always be a part of you that wonders if I'm lying."

"That's not true."

"Isn't it? You spent hours yesterday talking to Marcus, to Adrian, investigating documents that were so obviously fake—"

"They looked real, Elena. The signatures, the dates, the clinic name—everything looked legitimate."

"Because Vivian is good at what she does! She's spent months planning this, fabricating evidence, trying to destroy us!" My voice breaks. "And you let her succeed."

"I didn't—"

"You did! By doubting me, by questioning me, by demanding proof instead of just believing me, you showed her exactly how to hurt us. You showed her that our trust is still fragile enough to exploit."

He's quiet for a long moment. "You're right."

I wasn't expecting that. "What?"

"You're right. I let her win. I let my fear and my past and my fucking need for certainty override what I should have known in my gut—that you would never do that. That those documents were another one of her manipulations." He steps closer. "And I'm sorry. I'm so fucking sorry, Elena."

"Sorry doesn't fix this."

"I know. But it's all I have right now." He reaches for me, then stops, letting his hand fall. "Tell me how to fix it. Tell me what I need to do to prove I trust you."

"I don't know if you can."

"So that's it?" His voice cracks. "One mistake and we're done?"

"It's not one mistake. It's everything. The affair broke your trust. Vivian's been breaking both of us piece by piece for months. And I don't know if we have anything left to build on."

"We have love."

"Is that enough?"

He moves toward me suddenly, backing me against the wall. "Yes. It has to be."

"Declan—"

He kisses me hard, hungry. I should push him away. Should tell him to leave. Should maintain my anger and hurt.

Instead, I kiss him back.

It's not gentle. Not tender. It's angry and raw and full of everything we can't say with words.

His hands are on me, pulling at my clothes—the t-shirt I borrowed from Sienna, the sweatpants I've been sleeping in. I should stop this. Should tell him we need to talk more, process more.

But I don't want to talk. Don't want to process. I just want to feel something other than this crushing hurt.

"Tell me to stop," he says against my mouth. "Tell me you don't want this."

I can't. Because I do want this. Want him. Even when I'm furious, even when I'm hurt, I want him.

He takes my silence as permission. His hands find the hem of my t-shirt and pull it over my head. My skin prickles in the cool air.

"Beautiful," he breathes, hands cupping my breasts roughly. "So fucking beautiful."

He's undressing me urgently—sweatpants pushed down, kicked aside. I'm naked in Sienna's apartment, pressed against the wall while Declan towers over me, still fully dressed.

"Stay there," he commands.

He looks around the small studio, spots a silk scarf hanging from a hook near the door. Grabs it.

"Arms up."

My heart is pounding. "Declan, we shouldn't—Sienna could come back—"

"She won't. She's at work." He pulls my arms above my head, winds the scarf around my wrists. "Trust me?"

The irony of the question isn't lost on either of us.

But I nod.

He ties my wrists to the exposed pipe running along the ceiling—high enough that I'm stretched, on my toes, completely exposed and helpless.

He steps back, looks at me. "God, you're perfect like this."

Then he drops to his knees.

His mouth finds me without warning—tongue hungrily licking my clit, then circling, then sucking hard. I gasp, hips jerking forward, but I can't move much with my arms tied above me.

"Declan—"

He doesn't respond, just continues working me with his tongue. One hand grips my hip, holding me still. The other slides up to pinch my nipple—hard enough to make me cry out.

"Cum for me," he says against my skin. "First one. Let me hear you."

I'm already close. Too close. The combination of his mouth and the helplessness and the anger still simmering between us—it's overwhelming.

I cum hard, gasping his name, legs shaking.

He doesn't stop. Just keeps going, tongue relentless, licking me through the orgasm and past it into oversensitivity.

"Declan, I can't—it's too much—"

"You can. Give me another one."

His fingers slide inside me while his mouth continues on my clit. Two fingers, curling to hit that spot that makes me lose my breath.

"Oh god—"

"That's it. Cum again. Show me you're mine."

The second orgasm hits harder than the first. I'm crying out, probably loud enough for neighbors to hear, but I don't care.

He pulls back finally, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. "Two more."

"I can't—"

"You will."

He stands, unzips his pants. His cock is hard, straining. His hand wraps around himself as he takes me in—tied and helpless.

"Open your mouth."

I obey. He slides two fingers—the ones that were just inside me—past my lips.

"Taste yourself. Taste how wet you are for me."

I do, tasting my own arousal, feeling my face flush with the intimacy of it.

"Good girl." He removes his fingers, grips my hips, and lifts me slightly. "Wrap your legs around me."

I do, ankles locking behind his back. The rope holds most of my weight, but he supports me, one hand bracing my lower back.

He positions himself at my entrance. "Ready?"

Before I can answer, he pushes inside me in one hard thrust.

I gasp—he's so deep like this, my body stretched and completely open to him.

"Fuck," he groans against my neck. "You feel so good. So tight."

He starts moving, each thrust forcing a sound from my throat. His hands grip my hips hard, holding me in place while he takes what he wants.

"This is what you do to me," he says, breathless. "Make me lose control. Make me forget everything except how much I need you."

I can't respond, can barely breathe with how hard he's fucking me. The scarf digs into my wrists, the pipe creaking above us with the force of his thrusts.

"Cum again," he commands. "Now."

I come so hard I can't breathe, can't do anything but scream.

He doesn't slow down. He keeps moving, each thrust more desperate than the last.

"One more," he pants. "Give me one more before I cum."

"I can't—please—"

"You can." His hand slides between us, finds my oversensitized clit. "Cum with me this time."

The pressure builds impossibly fast. I'm shaking, overwhelmed, barely coherent.

"Declan—"

"Now, Elena. Cum now."

We cum together—me screaming his name, him groaning mine, both of us shuddering through it.

He stays inside me for a moment, both of us catching our breath. Then slowly pulls out.

I feel his cum immediately—hot and wet, starting to drip down my thigh.

"Don't move," he says, reaching up to untie my wrists.

My arms fall, muscles aching from being stretched so long. He catches me as my legs give out, holds me steady.

"I've got you."

He carries me to Sienna's couch and sets me down carefully on the edge. Grabs my panties from the floor.

"Lift your hips."

I expect him to get tissues, to clean us both up.

Instead, he runs his fingers between my legs where his cum is leaking out, then slides my panties up slowly.

"I want you to feel this all day," he says quietly. "Want you to feel me inside you, dripping into your panties, reminding you who you belong to."

"Declan—"

"Will you do that for me? Keep my cum inside you until tonight?"

It's dirty and possessive and depraved.

"Yes," I whisper.

He finishes dressing me—the sweatpants pulled carefully over my panties. The t-shirt. Then he lays me back on the couch, drapes the blanket over me. Every movement I feel the wetness, the fullness, the physical reminder of what just happened.

"I love you so much, and I'm sorry for making you doubt that."

"I love you too." My voice is hoarse from screaming. "But we can't keep doing this. We can't let Vivian keep destroying us."

"She won't. Two more weeks. We clear your name, and then we leave. Just like I promised."

"Where will we go?"

"Anywhere you want. Somewhere she can't find us. Somewhere we can just... be."

***

Two Weeks Later

The SEC investigation concluded yesterday. The forensic accountants traced every fabricated document back to shell companies connected to Vivian. The embezzlement charges were dropped completely, with a formal apology from the investigative team.

My name is cleared. Shaw Industries released a statement affirming my position and condemning the harassment campaign against me.

Patricia Chen personally called to apologize for doubting me. Gerald Morrison did not, but I don't care about his opinion anymore.

We won. Technically.

But it doesn't feel like victory.

Today is Vivian's sentencing. Declan and I sit in the courtroom—fourth row, far enough back that she can't easily see us but close enough to witness everything.

She's wearing a navy suit, hair pulled back, minimal makeup. Trying to look sympathetic, I assume. Her lawyer sits beside her, expensive and polished.

The prosecutor presents the evidence: illegal surveillance, distribution of intimate images, stalking, harassment, defamation, fabrication of documents. Multiple felonies with evidence so overwhelming there was no point in going to trial.

Vivian took a plea deal. Three years in prison, five years probation, mandatory registration as a sex offender due to the intimate images charge.

The judge asks if she has anything to say before sentencing.

Vivian stands. "Your Honor, I want to apologize to the court for my actions. I was in a dark place emotionally after the end of my relationship with Mr. Shaw. I made terrible choices fueled by heartbreak and anger. I deeply regret the pain I caused."

She doesn't look at us. Doesn't acknowledge our presence in the courtroom.

"However," she continues, "I want the court to understand that Ms. McNeil and Mr. Shaw destroyed my career, and my reputation. While my response was inappropriate, I hope the court considers the provocation."

I clench my hands in my lap. Declan reaches over, laces his fingers through mine.

"I've lost everything already," Vivian says, voice breaking perfectly. "My job, my home, my future. I ask the court for leniency."

The judge looks unmoved. "Ms. Larson, you engaged in a systematic campaign of harassment lasting months. You hired a private investigator to stalk your victim. You distributed intimate images to hundreds of people. These are not the actions of someone having an emotional breakdown. These are calculated, deliberate crimes."

She pauses. "The plea agreement calls for three years in prison. Given the severity and premeditation of your actions, I see no reason to deviate from that recommendation. You will serve three years in a state facility, followed by five years of probation. You will register as a sex offender. You are prohibited from any contact with Declan Shaw or Elena McNeil for the duration of your natural life."

The gavel comes down.

Then, as the bailiff approaches to take her into custody, she turns.

Her eyes find mine across the courtroom.

For a second, the mask drops. I see the rage, the hatred, everything she's been hiding.

Then she's led away, and it's over.

Outside the courthouse, press swarms us. Declan's security creates a barrier while we push through to the car.

"Ms. McNeil, how do you feel about the sentencing?"

"Mr. Shaw, do you think justice was served?"

"Will you be pursuing civil charges?"

We don't answer. Just get in the car and let security drive us away.

Back at the apartment, I feel strange. Like I should feel relief or satisfaction or something. Instead, I just feel empty.

"Did you see the way she looked at me?" I say quietly.

"I saw."

"Even going to prison, she still hates me that much."

Declan pulls me close. "She's going to prison. We're free."

"Are we? Because I don't feel free."

We're both quiet for a moment. Then Declan's phone rings. He glances at it, shows me the screen.

Adrian.

He puts it on speaker. "Adrian."

"Hey. I saw the news about the sentencing. Three years seems light for everything she did."

"The prosecutor thinks she'll serve the full term. No early release given the nature of the charges."

"Good." Adrian pauses. "Listen, I called because I wanted to talk to both of you. Is Elena there?"

"I'm here," I say.

"I'm staying in New York. I need to start over. And I was wondering..." He trails off. "Declan, I know this is probably insane to even ask, but is there any chance you'd consider hiring me back at Shaw Industries? Not in my old position, obviously. But anything. I just... I need to rebuild. And I'm good at what I do."

Declan and I exchange looks.

"I'll think about it," Declan says finally. "Call Marcus next week. We'll discuss it."

"Thank you. That's more than I deserve." Another pause. "And Elena? I'm sorry. For everything. I know I've said it before, but I mean it. What we did was wrong, and you didn't deserve the fallout."

"Thank you, Adrian. I appreciate that."

After he hangs up, Declan looks at me. "Are you okay with him coming back?"

"I think so. He helped us in the end. Warned you about Vivian's plans. Maybe he deserves a second chance."

"Then I'll talk to Marcus about finding him a position."

"Okay."

***

One Week Later

The office at Shaw Industries is Marcus's now. As of this morning. He sits behind the desk that used to be Declan's—though technically, it still is.

Declan is appointing him CEO, but not completely stepping away. The board approved the transition unanimously—Marcus has been Declan's right hand for years, knows the company inside and out, has their complete trust.

"You're sure about this?" Marcus asks.

"Completely sure. The company needs someone at the helm day-to-day. Someone who isn't distracted." Declan glances at me. "Elena and I need to step back for a while. Get some distance. But I'm not disappearing entirely—just shifting to more of an advisory role. Strategic oversight."

"So you'll still be involved?"

"Remotely, yes. Board meetings via video. Major decisions, I want to weigh in. But the day-to-day operations, the crisis management, the constant fires—that's yours now." He hands Marcus a folder. "Everything you need is here. Financial projections, strategic plans, key contacts. You run point. I'll be available when you need me, but you're in charge."

Marcus opens the folder, skims the contents. "Adrian called me. Said you're considering rehiring him?"

"If you think there's a place for him. Somewhere he can rebuild without creating problems."

"I'll find something. He's good at strategy, despite everything." Marcus closes the folder.

"I built this company, but I can't let it consume my entire life anymore. Elena and I need time to breathe, to figure out who we are when we're not in survival mode." Declan squeezes my hand. "You're more than capable of running this place. I trust you completely."

"Where will you be?"

"Different places. We're not setting up anywhere permanently yet. Just... traveling. Working remotely when needed, but mostly disconnecting."

They shake hands—a transfer of daily control that feels both momentous and natural.

"Thank you for this," Marcus says. "I won't let you down."

"I know you won't."

***

Three Days Later

We're in Declan's apartment—everything we're taking fits in two suitcases. Everything else stays behind.

"Ready?" Declan asks.

I look around the apartment. Forty-five floors above Manhattan. Floor-to-ceiling windows. The place where we fell in love, where we survived Natasha, where we rebuilt after my affair.

The place where Vivian almost destroyed us.

"Yeah. I'm ready."

We take the elevator down. Security loads our suitcases into a car that will take us to a private airfield outside the city.

As we pull away from the building, I watch the city recede behind us. Everything I've known for the past two years, disappearing.

"Any regrets?" Declan asks.

I think about it. About Shaw Industries. About my career. About the life I thought I'd have.

"No. No regrets."

"Where do you want to go?"

"Surprise me."

He smiles—the first genuine smile I've seen in weeks. "I can do that."


Epilogue


The Grand Ballroom at Solipsia smells like leather, expensive cologne, and sex.

I'm leaning against the bar with a whiskey, watching Elena kneel in the center of the room wearing nothing but the emerald collar I fastened around her throat two hours ago. A silver leash dangles from the D-ring, currently held by Margot Beaumont—French financier, stunning in a black leather corset that cinches her waist to nothing, thigh-high boots, face obscured by an ornate black mask.

Margot's husband Philippe circles Elena slowly, trailing a leather flogger across her bare shoulders. He's shirtless in leather pants, body ink visible beneath the low lighting, wearing a simpler black mask. Behind them, another couple waits: James and Crystal Montgomery, American tech money, mid-thirties. Crystal wears a blood-red latex bodysuit that leaves nothing to the imagination, nipples visible through strategic cutouts, masked in crimson. James is in full leather—vest, chaps, cock ring already visible, silver mask catching the light.

Four people. One submissive.

Elena's idea.

"You're not joining?" Christopher Barnes appears beside me, martini in hand. British accent, old money, immaculate in a three-piece suit—the only man here not in fetish wear. Been at Solipsia longer than anyone except Sebastian.

"Not yet." I take a drink, eyes never leaving Elena. The whiskey burns going down, but it's nothing compared to how hard I already am, cock thickening in my pants just watching her kneel there. "She wanted this. I'm giving it to her."

"Generous."

It's not generosity. It's trust.

A year ago, I couldn't watch another man touch her without rage burning through my veins. Now I can stand here, hard as fucking steel, cock straining against my zipper, watching four people prepare to take her apart, because I know exactly who she belongs to.

On the floor, Margot tugs the leash sharply. "Up."

Elena rises gracefully, thigh muscles flexing. Margot leads her to the cushioned platform in the center of the room—three feet high, eight feet wide, covered in black velvet, surrounded by viewing benches where maybe thirty club members have gathered to watch. Some are clothed. Most aren't. Several are already touching themselves, anticipation thick in the air.

This isn't a private scene. This is a demonstration.

Philippe secures Elena's wrists to chains hanging from the ceiling rig, stretching her arms above her head until she's on her toes. The position forces her back to arch, breasts thrust forward. James clips spreader bars to her ankles, forcing her legs wide, exposing her completely. The cool air of the ballroom hits her wet cunt—I can see the glistening evidence of her arousal from here.

Exposed. Vulnerable. Perfect.

Margot walks around her slowly, leather creaking with each step, one gloved hand trailing across Elena's hip, nails scraping lightly. "Color?"

"Green." Elena's voice is steady, clear. No hesitation.

"Good girl." Margot looks at the crowd, then at me. Asking permission.

I nod once.

Margot produces a pair of nipple clamps—adjustable, with small silver bells attached. She fastens one to Elena's left nipple, tightening slowly until Elena gasps, the sound echoing in the quiet room. Then the right. The bells chime softly with each breath, a delicate counterpoint to what's about to happen.

"These stay on until we're done," Margot says, her French accent thick. "Understand?"

"Yes, Ma'am."

Philippe moves behind Elena with the flogger. He starts light—rhythmic strikes across her shoulders, her back, her ass. The leather makes a satisfying crack against her skin. Warming her up. Building the anticipation. Elena's breathing changes, deepens, her body already responding to the rhythm.

By the tenth strike, she's moaning, soft sounds of pleasure that make my cock throb.

Crystal appears in front of Elena with a bottle of warmed oil. The scent of sandalwood fills the air as she pours it over her latex-covered hands, then begins massaging Elena's breasts, fingers slick and skilled, avoiding the clamped nipples but working the sensitive flesh around them. Oil drips down Elena's stomach. Elena arches into the touch despite the bonds, seeking more contact.

James moves between Elena's spread legs with something in his hand—a small black plug, tapered and slicked with lube that catches the light.

My cock throbs harder. I shift against the bar, hand sliding to adjust myself through my pants, the fabric suddenly too tight, too restrictive. Not yet. Not until she's completely undone.

James presses the plug against Elena's ass, working it slowly, letting her body adjust. Elena tenses—I see every muscle tighten—then forces herself to relax, breathing through it like I taught her. The plug slides in inch by inch, and James steps back to admire his work, one hand stroking his own cock through the leather.

"Beautiful," Margot murmurs, voice low and approving. She nods to Philippe, who increases the intensity of the flogger. Harder now. Real strikes. The leather lands across Elena's ass with force, her thighs, the small of her back. Red marks bloom across her pale skin like flowers.

Crystal's oil-slick hands move lower, fingers finding Elena's clit. She circles it slowly, maddeningly, while Philippe continues the rhythmic flogging. The sound fills the room—crack, moan, crack, moan.

Elena is panting now, pulling against the wrist restraints, body taut, the bells on her nipples chiming frantically with each movement. Sweat beads on her skin, mixing with the oil.

"Please," she gasps, voice breaking.

"Please what?" Margot tugs the leash hard, forcing Elena's head up, throat exposed. "Use your words."

"Please let me cum."

"Not yet." Margot releases the leash and produces a vibrator—small, powerful, wireless, the kind that doesn't quit. She hands it to Crystal, who presses it directly against Elena's clit without mercy.

Elena cries out, hips jerking forward despite the spreader bar holding her open, the plug shifting inside her with the movement.

Philippe stops flogging and moves to Elena's side, chest rising and falling from exertion. He removes one nipple clamp slowly. Blood rushes back, and Elena whimpers at the sharp, burning sensation. He lowers his mouth immediately to soothe the ache with his tongue, sucking hard. Margot removes the other clamp just as slowly and does the same on the other side, teeth scraping.

Two mouths on her breasts, sucking, biting. Crystal's vibrator buzzing relentlessly on her clit. The plug stretching her ass. Elena is trembling violently, desperate, completely at their mercy, a sheen of sweat covering her entire body.

I can't wait anymore.

I unzip my pants slowly, the sound loud in my own ears, pull out my cock, and start stroking. Long, slow pulls, savoring every second. Watching Elena be devoured.

Several other club members have done the same. Hands moving, soft groans filling the space. This is what we do here—watch, participate, enjoy without shame or judgement.

Margot notices me and smiles beneath her mask. She reaches between Elena's legs with her free hand, sliding two gloved fingers inside her easily. Elena is soaked, dripping, the wet sound obscene.

"So wet for us," Margot purrs. "Such a good girl. Should we let her cum?"

"Yes," Philippe says against her breast, voice muffled.

"Not yet," James counters, moving closer. He twists the plug slightly, and Elena gasps, eyes rolling back.

Crystal increases the vibrator's intensity to the highest setting. "I think she's earned it."

Margot looks at me across the room. Asking.

I nod, grip tightening on my cock.

"Cum," Margot commands, fingers curling inside Elena, finding that spot, while Crystal holds the vibrator steady against her clit.

Elena shatters. Her whole body convulses violently, pulling hard against the wrist restraints until the chains rattle, head thrown back, a scream tearing from her throat that echoes off the vaulted ceiling. The orgasm goes on and on—they don't stop, don't give her mercy, just work her through it, fingers pumping, vibrator buzzing, until she's screaming, body shaking uncontrollably, legs trembling violently.

When it finally ends, she's limp in the chains, barely holding herself upright, chest heaving.

But they're not done.

James removes the spreader bar while Philippe releases her wrists. Her arms fall, and they catch her, lowering her to the platform on her hands and knees, the plug still inside her, oil-slicked body gleaming under the lights.

Margot kneels in front of Elena, spreads her own legs. The leather corset creaks as she moves. "Make me cum, and you can have another."

Elena doesn't hesitate. She lowers her mouth to Margot's cunt and gets to work, tongue moving with practiced skill.

Philippe positions himself behind Elena. He removes the plug carefully, sets it aside with a soft clink, then I watch as he rolls on a condom with efficient movements and presses his cock against her ass. The head breaches her slowly.

Elena moans into Margot, the vibration making the Domme shudder, but doesn't stop what she's doing.

Philippe pushes in slowly, inch by inch, until he's fully seated. Elena is well-trained, takes him easily, and soon he's fucking her ass with deep, steady strokes, hands gripping her hips hard, the slap of skin on skin joining the symphony of sounds—moans, wet sucking, the rustle of leather.

Crystal lies down beside Margot, unzipping the crotch of her latex suit, and guides Elena's hand between her legs. "Touch me."

Now Elena is servicing three people at once—mouth working Margot's clit, ass taking Philippe's cock, fingers buried in Crystal's wet heat—while James watches and strokes himself, precum already dripping down his hand.

I'm close. My hand moves faster on my cock, breath coming harder, watching Elena be used exactly how she wants to be used, how she begged for. The image will be burned into my brain forever—my woman, covered in oil and sweat, taking pleasure and giving it, utterly debauched.

Margot cums first, leather-clad thighs clamping around Elena's head, fingers fisting brutally in her hair, a guttural moan escaping her lips. Crystal cums seconds later from Elena's skilled fingers, back arching off the platform. Philippe finishes with a deep groan, hips stuttering against Elena's ass, buried deep.

When they're done, they release her slowly. Elena collapses forward onto the platform, gasping for air, covered in sweat and oil and saliva, hair matted, body trembling.

James kneels beside her, cock heavy in his hand. "One more?"

Elena lifts her head with effort, eyes searching the crowd until she finds me. Her gaze is hazy, completely fucked-out, makeup smeared, but clear enough to ask the question.

I nod, stroking myself faster.

James rolls her onto her back, spreads her legs wide, and slides inside her wet cunt in one smooth thrust. He fucks her slowly at first, deeply, while she lies there and takes it, arms splayed out, no resistance, no hesitation. Pure submission. Then faster, harder, chasing his own release. Her breasts bounce with each thrust, bells long since removed but the marks still visible.

I cum watching her, pleasure slamming through me, spilling over my fist as James drives into her one final time and finishes with a shout, body going rigid.

The room erupts—several others finishing at the same time, the shared experience binding us all.

Twenty minutes later, after the crowd has dispersed with murmured compliments and the platform has been wiped down by staff, I help Elena back to our villa.

She's wrapped in a soft blanket, body still trembling slightly, quiet. Her eyes are closed, a small smile on her lips.

In our bedroom, I clean her up quickly—warm cloth, gentle hands, checking for any real damage. Just marks that will fade, nothing serious.

"Good?" I ask, settling her into bed.

"Perfect," she murmurs, already half-asleep.

I slide in beside her, pulling her against my chest. She's out within seconds.

She's mine. She'll always be mine.

Even when I share her with the world.
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