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BEAUTIFULLY CRUEL
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LONG LIVE THE QUEEN OF THE ASHES

They took my throne, but they forgot I left a predator behind to guard the ruins. They framed me, caged me, and thought they could carve up my city while I rotted in a cell. They didn't realize that I didn't just kidnap an accountant—I raised a monster. I am Declan Varley, and I’m coming for everything they stole.

Lena Caldwell is no longer the victim hiding in the shadows. She’s the ghost in the system, the blade in the dark, and the only person with the power to set me free. To save me, she’s had to become as ruthless as the men we hunt. Seeing her take my empire back by force is the most intoxicating thing I’ve ever witnessed. The roles have shifted, and for the first time, I have to trust someone else with my life.

We aren't just lovers; we are a war machine. From the boardrooms to the back alleys, we are systematically erasing every person who dared to betray us. The heat between us is no longer about control—it's about reclamation. It’s feral, desperate, and final. The city will bleed before we’re through.

★★★★★ "A masterpiece of a conclusion. Lena's transformation into a total badass was everything I wanted. Best dark romance trilogy of the year!" – Reader Review

Book 3 of 3 in The Beautiful Chaos series — the epic conclusion where the hunter becomes the hunted, loyalty is forged in blood, and a king finally meets his queen.
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CHAPTER 1
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LENA P.O.V.

My palm is sweating inside the glove, but I force it flat against the biometric scanner. The metal is cool, indifferent. A stark contrast to the fire raging in my gut. A soft, hydraulic hiss cuts through the air, followed by the groan of reinforced steel retracting.

The door slides open.

I’m expecting chaos. I’m bracing for the roar of federal agents, the crash of boots, the shouting. But there’s nothing. Just silence. Not the peaceful kind. The kind that feels like a grave.

I step out of the panic room, my boots making no sound on the floor. The penthouse is dark, lit only by the faint, sick glow of the city bleeding in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. It smells like ozone and stale, recycled air. And dust.

"It's time, Lena," I whisper, the words scraping my throat. "You can't stay here."

My hand lingers on the doorframe. Part of me wants to turn back, to lock myself in that vault until the air runs out. It was safe in there. It was the last place I saw him. But Declan didn’t train me to hide in a box. He trained me to burn the world down if they took him.

I push off the frame and walk into the hallway.

They wrecked it. Savage bastards.

Yellow evidence tape is plastered everywhere, a vibrant, ugly smear against the dark marble. Drawers have been ripped out, contents spilled like guts across the floor. I step over a pile of shredded documents and nearly crunch a shard of porcelain under my heel.

I stop. It’s a piece of the Ming vase. The one Declan pretended not to care about but polished when he thought I wasn't looking. I crouch, picking up a large, jagged fragment. It’s smooth, cold.

"They tore through everything," I mutter. "Savages."

This wasn’t just a raid. This was a message. Cian’s handiwork, no doubt. Fiedler’s glee. They didn't just want to arrest Declan; they wanted to erase him. To humiliate him.

I let the shard fall. It hits the marble with a hollow chime that echoes too loudly in the emptiness.

Don't let it break you, Lena. Not now.

I move to the living area. The massive window is still intact, a miracle considering the carnage behind me. I press my hand against the glass. It’s freezing. Declan used to stand right here, looking out at the city like he owned the very grid that powered it.

"He stood here, every night," I say to the empty room. "King of his city."

Now it’s just ashes. A vacant throne.

The urge to scream clawed at my chest. I want to fall to my knees and weep until I pass out. I want to mourn the man who made me a monster, the man who ruined me in the best possible way. But the tears don't come. They’re stuck behind a wall of cold, hard logic. Declan-logic.

What would he do?

He wouldn’t cry. He’d calculate.

"No tears," I tell my reflection in the dark glass. "Not yet. Not ever, if I can help it."

I turn away from the view. Phase one. Secure the weapon.

I slip into the hallway, moving toward the hidden panel that leads to the server room. If the Feds found this, I’m dead. If Cian’s tech team found this, I’m worse than dead.

I slide the panel back. The air inside is warmer, humming with the smell of electronics. I check the primary rack.

There it is. A single, small LED, blinking a steady, rhythmic green.

My knees almost buckle with relief.

"Still ticking," I breathe out. "Good girl, Lena."

The logic bomb I planted weeks ago is live. A dormant virus waiting for a command. They missed it. Their arrogance made them sloppy. They were so focused on dragging Declan out in chains they didn't bother to check the wiring of his empire.

"A small mercy, Declan," I whisper, running my gloved hand along the vibrating metal of the server. "Your lessons served well."

This is where their empire begins to crumble.

I leave the server room and head for the master bedroom. It’s been tossed, the mattress slashed, pillows gutted. I ignore the violation and go straight to the walk-in closet. Hidden behind a false panel in the back, untouched, is the emergency kit.

I pull out the tactical jacket. It’s utilitarian, black, nondescript. I shrug it on, the fabric stiff. Then comes the hardware.

I check the compact pistol. It’s heavy, cold. A Sig P365. I rack the slide, checking the chamber, then tuck it into the waistband of my jeans. The metal digs into my hip bone. It’s uncomfortable, abrasive, and exactly what I need. It’s a reminder.

"This is my new comfort," I say, patting the grip. "Not paper, not numbers."

I grab the encrypted flash drives from the safe—the ones holding the blackmail files, the offshore accounts, the leverage. I shove them into the inner pockets of the jacket.

"Survival requires new tools."

I catch a glimpse of myself in the shattered mirror on the closet door. Hair pulled back in a severe knot. Face pale, eyes dark and hollow. I look like a ghost.

Good. Ghosts are hard to kill.

I move to the front door of the penthouse. The heavy oak feels solid against my ear as I press close, listening. I hold my breath.

Is someone out there? Did Cian leave a sweeper?

"Cian is meticulous," I think, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. "But he's also arrogant."

Silence. No radio chatter. No heavy breathing. No footsteps.

"Did he truly think I wouldn't emerge?"

I unlock the deadbolts. One, two, three. They click open with loud, mechanical thuds. I turn the handle and slip out.

The corridor is empty.

I bypass the elevators. They’ll be watched, logged, maybe even disabled. I head for the service stairwell at the end of the hall. The door is heavy, industrial gray. I slip through and let it close silently behind me.

Concrete. Dust. The smell of old cleaning chemicals.

Forty flights.

"Every step, a calculated risk," I mutter, starting the descent.

My legs burn by the tenth floor. My lungs ache by the twentieth. But I keep moving. A silent, efficient descent. I keep my hand near the pistol, my ears straining for the sound of a door opening above or below me.

"Declan would appreciate the efficiency," I tell myself, gritting my teeth against the cramp in my calf. "And the pain."

Just one foot in front of the other. Escape.

By the time I reach the sub-basement, my shirt is sticking to my back. I pause at the door to the parking garage, wiping sweat from my forehead.

Basement Level 2. The ghost car.

I ease the door open. The garage is cavernous, dim, smelling of exhaust and damp concrete. I scan the rows of luxury cars, most of them gathering dust.

There. In the far corner, shadowed by a concrete pillar. A charcoal-gray sedan. Nothing flashy. Completely invisible.

I start toward it, moving low between the vehicles.

Then I hear it. The low growl of an engine.

I freeze. A patrol car is cruising slowly down the ramp from the upper level. Private security? Police? Cian’s men?

"Don't look, don't look, don't look," I chant internally, crouching behind a massive SUV.

The patrol car rolls past, tires crunching on the grit. The headlights sweep over the row of cars, missing me by inches. The rumble fades as it moves to the far side of the garage.

I sprint for the sedan.

I drop to my knees by the rear wheel well, shoving my hand into the dirty, greasy space behind the tire. My fingers scramble over grime until I feel it. The magnetic box.

I rip it free, my hands shaking. The key is inside.

"Always a contingency, Declan," I whisper. "You truly thought of everything."

I unlock the car and slide into the driver’s seat.

The smell hits me instantly.

Leather. And him.

It’s his cologne. Subtly musky, expensive, dark. It’s everywhere in here. It fills my lungs, suffocating and intoxicating all at once. For a second, I can’t breathe. It feels like he’s sitting right next to me.

My hands grip the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turn white. A sob catches in my throat, a ragged, ugly sound.

"His scent. God, Declan, it's everywhere."

I squeeze my eyes shut. Don't break. Not now. Not ever.

I jam the key into the ignition and turn it. The engine purrs to life, a low, powerful vibration that grounds me. I grab the baseball cap from the passenger seat and pull it low over my eyes.

"Stay focused, Lena. He's depending on you."

I check the mirrors. Clear.

I ease the car out of the spot and head for the exit, slipping the ticket I found in the visor into the machine. The arm lifts.

I drive out into the city night.

Ten minutes later, I’m navigating the downtown grid. I keep my speed steady, blending in with the traffic. I glance up at a massive digital billboard on the side of a skyscraper.

The news crawl is bright red, scrolling fast.

VARLEY INDICTED IN AGENT MARKHAM SLAYING... RICO CHARGES PENDING... MANHUNT FOR ACCOMPLICES...

My stomach drops.

"They bought it," I hiss, slamming my hand on the steering wheel. "Every single lie, hook, line, and sinker."

Cian framed him perfectly. Murdering a Fed? That’s a death sentence. There’s no bail for that. No wiggling out with high-priced lawyers.

"Cian, you brilliant, bastard traitor."

"Goddammit!" The word rips out of me, laced with venom.

This isn't just a takeover. It’s an execution.

I force myself to breathe. Anger is good. Anger is fuel. But panic is death.

"This is a war now. An actual war."

I pull the car into a dark spot near a public park. It’s secluded, quiet. I kill the engine.

I reach under the seat and pull out the satellite phone. It’s heavy, old-school. A brick.

Declan gave this to me three months ago. Only call this number in the event of my total absence, he’d said. His voice had been so calm, so matter-of-fact. Like discussing a dinner reservation.

"This is it," I whisper, staring at the blank screen. "No turning back now, Lena."

My thumb hovers over the power button. If I make this call, I’m activating a network I don’t understand. I’m stepping into the deep end without a life vest.

"He trusted me with this. With everything."

I press the button. The screen glows blue. I dial the single pre-programmed number.

It rings. Once. Twice. Then a series of clicks, digital handshakes, rerouting the signal through a dozen countries.

"Authentication code?"

The voice is female. Cold. Robotic. No hello. No 'how can I help you'.

"Delta-Seven-Echo-Nine-Alpha-Zulu-Four," I recite. My voice is tight, but steady.

Silence. Then a soft chime.

"Code verified," the woman says. Her tone shifts. It’s subtle, but it’s there. A fraction more deferential. "Welcome, Ms. Caldwell. You are designated proxy."

"Designated proxy," I repeat, the words tasting like ash. "God help me, what does that even mean?"

"It means you have command authority, Ms. Caldwell. The network recognizes you as the primary asset holder in Mr. Varley's absence."

The weight of it settles on my shoulders. I’m not just his girlfriend. I’m not just his accountant. I’m his heir.

"Where is he?" I ask. "I need to know where they took him."

"Mr. Varley is currently being processed at the Black Creek Federal detention facility in Virginia," the woman—The Librarian—says. "He has been designated a high-value national security threat. Isolation protocol."

Virginia. A black site. They want him buried.

"Cian never knew about this line, did he? Or you?" I ask.

"Negative. Only Mr. Varley had access to this channel and my true identity. You are the only other person with the codes."

"Good."

"Ms. Caldwell, be advised. The assets are being frozen. You have a window of approximately twelve hours before the secondary accounts are locked down by the federal seizures."

"I know," I say, my mind already racing. "I’m handling it. I need you to go dark after this call. Wait for my signal."

"Understood. Good luck, Ms. Caldwell."

The line goes dead.

I stare at the phone. Virginia. Isolation.

"He underestimated me," I say to the empty car. A cold smirk touches my lips. It feels foreign, sharp. "That was his first mistake."

Cian thinks I’m a broken doll. He thinks I’m crying in a corner somewhere. He has no idea I hold the keys to the kingdom he’s trying to steal.

"Big mistake, Cian. A very, very big mistake."

I wipe the phone down and shove it back under the seat. I can’t keep the car. It’s a ghost, but ghosts leave trails.

I get out, locking the door. I walk three blocks to the subway station.

The platform is crowded. Morning commuters. Tired faces. I blend in effortlessly. Just another woman in a jacket and a hat.

I spot a group of transit cops near the turnstiles. Their uniforms are crisp, blue and gold. My hand twitches toward my waistband, a reflex I didn't have yesterday.

"Control, Lena. Control."

I keep my head down, moving with the herd. I don't make eye contact. I’m invisible.

"They don't know who I am. Yet. But they will."

I squeeze onto the train. It smells like stale coffee and body odor. I grab a pole, the metal greasy under my glove.

I catch my reflection in the window as we rattle through the dark tunnel.

Who is that woman?

The prim blouses are gone. The soft curls are tied back. The eyes... the eyes are different. They look harder. Deadlier.

"She's gone," I think. "The old Lena is truly dead."

Declan changed me. He broke me down and built me back up with steel reinforcements.

"This is my new face. The face of a weapon."

I get off at a stop in the industrial district. It’s gritty here. Warehouses, chop shops, and decaying storefronts.

I find the laundromat. It’s a derelict hole in the wall, fluorescent lights flickering like a strobe effect.

I walk in. The air is thick with mildew. A squatter is slumped in a broken plastic chair in the corner, nursing a bottle in a brown paper bag. He looks up, eyes narrowing.

He sees a woman alone. He starts to stand up.

I stop. I turn my head slowly and lock eyes with him. I don't flinch. I don't look scared. I channel every ounce of Declan’s terrifying stillness.

"Sit down," I say. My voice is low, flat.

He hesitates. He looks at my face, then at the way my hand rests near my waist. He sees something in my eyes that makes his survival instinct kick in.

He sits back down, muttering to himself, and looks away.

"Don't test me, old man," I think. "You won't like the outcome."

I walk to the back row of dryers. Dryer 14. Out of order sign taped to the front.

I peel the tape back and use the small key from my keychain to unlock the service panel at the bottom.

Inside, nestled in a bed of lint and dust, is a waterproof bag.

I pull it out. Inside is a laptop. Thick, ruggedized. And a stack of cash. Fifty thousand, easy.

"Another cache. He truly thought of every single variable."

I take the bag and move to a folding table. I unzip it and power up the laptop.

It boots instantly. No Windows logo. Just a black screen with a cursor.

Then, a text box pops up.

DEAD MAN'S SWITCH ACTIVATED.

My heart stops.

A message appears. White text on black.

Lena,

If you're reading this, the game has changed. I am compromised. You are the only piece on the board they cannot see.

Be the monster I know you are.

Burn them.

I trace the words on the screen. Be the monster.

A lump forms in my throat, hot and painful. I swallow it down.

"This isn't a suggestion," I whisper. "It's a command."

My purpose. My destiny.

I crack my knuckles. "Okay, Declan. You want a monster? You got one."

I start typing. Fast.

I access the tracking software. I punch in the identifier for Cian’s personal encrypted line. The one he thinks is secure. The one he uses for his dirty work.

"Game on, Cian. Let's see how smart you truly are."

The screen floods with data. Pings. Locations. Call logs.

He’s active. He’s making calls. He’s gloating.

I initiate a trace. It’s risky. If his team is watching the network, they might see a blip. But I have to know who he’s talking to.

The progress bar loads. 20%... 50%... 80%...

Trace complete.

I download the packet and wipe the terminal clean.

"Every line of code, a step towards vengeance."

I pack the laptop and the cash. I zip the bag shut.

I walk out of the laundromat, past the squatter who refuses to look at me.

I step into the alley. The dawn is breaking, gray and miserable. The air bites my face.

"Alone. But not weak. Never again weak."

I pull the collar of my jacket up. I am the chaos he warned them about.

I find a motel three miles away. The kind of place that rents by the hour and doesn't ask for ID. I pay cash.

Room 104.

It smells like cheap disinfectant and regret. The carpet is sticky.

I lock the door and throw the deadbolt. I sit on the edge of the sagging mattress and dump the flash drives out. They clatter onto the cheap floral bedspread.

"This is my war room now," I say. "Humble, but effective."

I line them up. Financials. Blackmail. Operations.

I open the laptop again. I plug in the drive I traced from Cian.

I pull up the financial records. It’s a maze of shell companies and offshore transfers. But I’m an accountant. This is my playground.

I follow the money.

It takes me twenty minutes to find the thread. A series of payments labeled "Consulting." Large sums. Weekly.

Going to a company called Vanguard Logistics.

I run a cross-check on Vanguard.

My breath hitches.

It’s a shell. The beneficial owner is hidden deep, but the registered agent is a lawyer in Zurich who handles only one client.

Gregor Fiedler.

"Fiedler," I breathe out. "Of course. The snake in the grass."

They’re working together. Cian and Fiedler. The right hand and the rival.

"They thought they could carve it up. His empire."

Two snakes. Working together. Perfect.

"This isn't just about Declan. It's about his legacy."

A fury, cold and white-hot, spreads through my chest. They didn't just beat him. They sold him out. They colluded.

I tab over to a news site. There’s a photo of Declan being led out of the building. Handcuffs. Federal agents on either side. He looks calm. Bored, almost. But I know that look. He’s plotting.

I touch the screen. I trace the line of his jaw.

"You won't stay there, Declan. I promise you."

The ache of missing him is physical. It’s a hollowed-out space in my chest where my heart used to be. But I fill it with hate. I fill it with plans.

"I'm coming for you. And then I'm coming for them."

I slam the laptop shut. The sound cracks through the room like a gunshot.

"They will regret this day. Every single one of them."

My king is captive. My vengeance is unleashed.

I pick up the Sig from the nightstand. It feels natural in my hand now. I flick the safety off, then on again. Click. Click.

I lay it back down, next to the drives.

I close my eyes. I can see the city. I can see the threads connecting Cian, Fiedler, the Feds. I can see the whole board.

And I’m the only one playing who knows the real rules.

"Let the chaos begin," I whisper into the dark room. "My beautiful chaos."

I lie back on the bed, staring at the water-stained ceiling. My breathing slows. I don't feel fear anymore. I don't feel sadness.

I feel lethal.

"I am your brutal vengeance."

The hunt has begun.
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CHAPTER 2
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LENA P.O.V.

The interior of this stolen sedan smells like stale coffee and desperation, a scent that’s starting to feel like my new perfume. I sit perfectly still in the dark corner of the parking garage, the engine off, the silence pressing in on my eardrums like deep water.

I catch my eyes in the rearview mirror. Hazel, sharp, and rimmed with red. There’s a smudge of grease on my cheekbone that looks like a bruise in the dim light. I lift a hand to wipe it, but stop. The woman staring back at me isn’t the forensic accountant who used to worry about quarterly audits and matching her handbag to her shoes. That woman is dead. Or at least, she’s buried under so much trauma and debris she might as well be.

The woman in the mirror looks like a predator who hasn’t eaten in weeks.

"Who am I now, really?" I whisper, the sound scratching my throat.

Declan would probably be proud. Or disgusted. Maybe both. He always liked a challenge, and right now, I’m the biggest fucking challenge on the board.

I trace a finger over the condensation fogging up the window, my nail leaving a thin, clean line through the mist. It squeaks, a horrible, high-pitched sound that makes my teeth ache.

"The accountant is dead," I tell the empty car. "Long live... whatever the fuck this is."

I need to move. Sitting here is just inviting ghosts to come sit in the passenger seat, and I have enough of those already.

I dig into my coat pocket and pull out the crumpled map. It’s a handwritten disaster, a crude replica I sketched from memory after staring at Declan’s files in the panic room for hours. My hands are shaking. Just a little tremor, a vibration in the nerves that won’t quit.

"Goddammit," I hiss, smoothing the paper over the steering wheel. "Get it together, Caldwell."

I look at the map, then at the pistol resting on the passenger seat. It’s a compact piece I swiped from the safe house before everything went to hell. Cold, heavy, ugly. I pick it up, checking the safety. Click. Click. On. Off. It’s a rhythm. A heartbeat.

Declan taught me this. Not directly, maybe, but through every argument, every cold look, every time he forced me to watch him dismantle a weapon just to prove a point about leverage. He trained me for this, didn't he?

"One step," I mutter, shoving the gun into the waistband of my jeans. It digs into my hip, a constant, bruising reminder. "Just one foot in front of the other. Don't screw this up."

I get out of the car.

The air in the garage is damp and smells like exhaust fumes and wet concrete. I pull my trench coat tighter. It’s too big for me, swallowing my frame, which is the point. I need to be a shadow. A ghost.

The building across the alley is a massive, brutish block of concrete. An industrial laundry facility. It looks innocuous, boring even. But that’s Declan’s style. He hides his monsters in plain sight.

I move toward the perimeter, sticking to the shadows like they’re old friends. My eyes scan the roofline, the corners, the dark patches where a camera might be blinking.

"He always said they overlook the obvious," I think, squinting through my non-prescription glasses—another layer of disguise. "That’s their weakness."

It’s quiet. Too quiet? Or are they just waiting?

My heart is hammering against my ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage, but my mind is oddly clear. It’s the adrenaline. Or maybe it’s the dissociation. Either way, I’m using it.

"Cian, you won't get this one," I whisper to the cold wind. "Not if I have anything to say about it."

I reach the rear entrance, tucked away behind a row of dumpsters that smell like bleach and rot. There’s a loose brick near the ventilation shaft. If I didn’t know it was there, I would have walked right past it. That was Declan’s genius. He made the world look normal while he wired it to explode.

My fingers brush the rough brick, finding the catch. It slides out, revealing a keypad that looks like it belongs on a spaceship, not behind a dumpster.

I stare at the numbers.

"Please, still active. Please."

I punch in the code. It’s a rotating algorithm based on the Fibonacci sequence and the closing price of gold from three years ago. Don’t ask. It’s the kind of shit that used to make me roll my eyes at him. Now, it’s the only thing keeping me alive.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

My breath hitches. If this light turns red, I’m done. The silent alarm will trip, and Cian’s goons will be here in three minutes flat.

Beep. Green.

I almost collapse against the wall.

"Declan, you paranoid son of a bitch," I breathe out, a laugh bubbling up that sounds dangerously close to a sob. "I could kiss you."

The heavy steel door clicks. I push it open and slip inside.

The smell hits me instantly. Industrial detergent. Acrid, chemical, and so clean it burns the inside of my nose. It’s the smell of evidence being washed away.

The maintenance hallway is dimly lit, the fluorescent bulbs buzzing overhead like angry wasps. I keep my back to the wall, moving sideways. Every step counts. Every breath.

I can hear the machinery from the main floor—the rhythmic thump-hiss of massive washers and dryers. It’s loud enough to hide my footsteps, but it also means I won’t hear anyone coming until they’re right on top of me.

I reach the sub-basement access. Another door, this one disguised as a fuse box. I pull out the magnetic bypass tool I grabbed from the penthouse. It’s a tricky little device, temperamental as hell.

"Don't break it, Caldwell. He'd kill you," I mutter, my fingers sweating against the cool metal.

I attach the magnets to the lock mechanism. I have to turn it precisely thirty degrees to the left, then back ten. If I rush it, the magnets will demagnetize the strip and jam the lock forever.

"Just like he showed me. Over and over."

I close my eyes for a second, picturing his hands. Large, scarred, steady. The way he held the tool with a casual arrogance that used to drive me crazy. Watch closely, Lena. I’m not doing this twice.

I twist the tool. Click.

The fuse box swings open, revealing the steel door behind it.

"Thank you, Declan," I whisper.

I push into the cache.

The air inside is completely different. It’s cool, dry, and smells of ozone and gun oil. Silence drops over me like a heavy blanket, cutting off the noise from the laundry floor.

The room is pristine. Rows of metal shelves, perfectly organized. It’s a shrine to Declan’s OCD. A place where chaos is cataloged and controlled.

I lean back against the door for a second, the relief hitting me so hard my knees buckle. A tear leaks out, hot and stupid. I wipe it away aggressively with the back of my glove.

"Stop it," I scold myself. "It's real. He planned for everything. He knew I'd come for him."

I push off the door and walk to the nearest bank of drawers. I yank one open.

Stacks of cash. Bricks of it. Hundreds, fifties, euros, Swiss francs. Enough money to disappear to an island and drink margaritas until my liver fails.

I pick up a stack, fan the crisp bills. The smell is intoxicating—ink and possibility.

"Money is just a tool," I remind myself, tossing the brick back into the drawer. "He never cared for it, only what it bought: power, control, safety."

I don't need cash right now. I need leverage.

I move to the workstation in the corner. A sleek, black laptop sits there, looking innocuous. Next to it, a tray of encrypted flash drives.

I run my fingers over the cool metal of the laptop. It feels like touching him. A phantom connection to his brain. It sends a shiver down my spine that’s part fear, part... something else. That "good hurt" he was always talking about.

"This is him. His mind. His twisted genius," I whisper.

I open the laptop. The screen flares to life.

Password prompt.

I type in the first sequence. A secondary window pops up. Dead Man’s Switch Active.

My heart stops.

A voice fills the room.

"Christ, Lena. If you're hearing this, pay attention."

I flinch like I’ve been slapped. It’s him. His voice. Cold, clipped, utterly devoid of softness. It sounds so real I spin around, expecting him to be standing there in his suit, judging my posture.

But the room is empty.

I press my hand over my mouth to stifle the noise that wants to claw its way out. God, his voice.

"The encryption key for the O'Malley files is the date I bought you. Not the date we met. The date I took you."

The recording cuts off.

Silence rushes back in, louder than before.

I stare at the screen, my vision blurring. The date he bought me. He always framed it that way. An acquisition. An asset.

"Asshole," I choke out, blinking furiously. "Sentimental asshole."

I type in the date. The screen flashes green. Access granted.

I start the download immediately. The progress bar crawls across the screen. 1%... 2%...

"Slow, damn it, slow! Pick up the pace!" I slam my hand on the desk.

This drive contains the mirror ledgers. Cian O’Malley’s side deals. The proof that he’s been skimming from the organization for years. This is the bullet I’m going to put in his head.
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