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Ariel

––––––––
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"OH, CONGRATULATIONS on your engagement!" I said, my smile as genuine as I could muster. Pete, my fiancé, stood beside me, his hand resting possessively on my lower back. The warmth of his touch was comforting, though I could sense the judging eyes of the room’s elite. Their scrutiny was palpable, fueled by my past, which was something I could never truly escape.

As Pete chatted with a bold, middle-aged man and his wife, I let my mind drift back to how we met. Working as a waitress in a New York café during my first year of college, I was lonely and not looking for a relationship. Pete’s gentle persistence surprised me, and his kindness quickly won me over. We started dating soon after, and the relationship grew serious.

Pete’s need for constant attention became a regular part of my life. I allowed him to guide our relationship entirely. "It’s what’s best," he would say, and despite my reservations, I complied.

Two years into our relationship, Pete proposed with a grand gesture. The proposal was at La Petite Fusion, a French restaurant. We started with Kir Royale, enjoyed French Onion Soup and Coq au Vin, and then he dropped to one knee with a diamond engagement ring in hand. Despite my discomfort with all the attention, I said yes. He insisted on a wedding right after the company’s annual New Year celebration, and I agreed, excited to start our new life together.

"I really love your dress," said one of Pete’s colleagues’ wives, pulling me from my thoughts. I quickly smiled, trying to hide my discomfort. The attention on my red midnight dress, a long, backless gown, made me self-conscious.

The moment was short-lived when Irene, Pete's partner, joined us. Her smile was icy, her attitude unmistakable. "I see you're here after all, Ariel," she said with a condescending tone. I took a sip from my wine glass, forcing myself to stay composed as she redirected the conversation to business, knowing I wasn’t part of their corporate world.

I scanned the room, taking in the festive decorations and the lively atmosphere. The DeLuca & Sam Newyear function was a mix of dinner and dancing, and I watched couples navigate the dance floor with varying degrees of success. My gaze drifted to the bar, and I froze.

Xavier Black, Irene's fiancé, sat there, his gaze fixed on me. A month had passed since our last encounter, but his presence still unsettled me. Xavier was a billionaire and an influential investor in Pete and Irene’s company. did i mention dashingly handsome, the sight of him always get me confused and terrified. He and Irene’s wedding was set to coincide with ours, an arrangement Irene insisted on. My objections were quickly overruled by Pete, who saw it as beneficial for the company.

As the countdown to the New Year began, I realized I was alone. Pete was nowhere to be seen amidst the gathering crowd. The seconds ticked down: four, three, two, one.

“Happy New Year!” The room erupted in cheers. But as I looked up, the celebratory atmosphere shifted. Gasps and whispers filled the air. My heart sank as I saw the large screen behind me showing Pete’s and Irene’s intimate moments. I froze, my mind racing in shock.
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Ariel

––––––––
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I WAS STILL AT THE New Year's party, sadly. A wave of disbelief crashed over me, nearly robbing me of my senses as I struggled to breathe. I would have wished for death instead of this, for this was a plight far worse to suffer. The damning images played out on the large screen, accompanied by the fervent voices of two couples finding their pleasure. My tears couldn’t be spared; they streamed down my cheeks uncontrollably, choking my voice and silencing the rants and angry screams that threatened to break free.

The festive atmosphere had shattered, replaced by a deafening silence following the revelation. The screen showed Pete entwined with Irene, their intimate moments broadcasted for all to see. Pete’s moans echoed in my ears, a haunting symphony of betrayal that reminded me of my misplaced trust and shattered dreams. I stood there, frozen, my hands forgotten as the wine glass slipped from my trembling fingers. The room spun, and the cheerful laughter of the crowd morphed into a cacophony of heartbreak. The countdown to the New Year had become a countdown to the unraveling of my once-promising future, and I couldn’t believe that these people seemed devoid of pity, some glaring while others smirked with delight.

Tears welled in my eyes, blurring the image of Pete entangled with Irene. The weight of their deceit pressed upon my chest, choking what was left of my breath and making each inhale a struggle. The room seemed to close in, and a suffocating sense of betrayal engulfed me. In that moment, I grappled with my emotions. Anger surged like a tempest, fueled by Pete's audacity. Hurt ran deep, cutting through the very core of my being. The promises of fidelity and dreams of a shared future lay shattered, mirroring the fragments of my trust. Was this just a momentary lapse in judgment or a deeper reflection of his character? The weight of these questions hung heavy in the air, leaving me unsure of how to proceed or even if I wanted to salvage what was left of our once-promising future together.

Desperate for something familiar, I glanced around the room and spotted Xavier at the bar, his gaze locked on the screen. His expression mirrored my horror but held a deeper, unsettling intensity that I couldn’t quite place. His reaction seemed to amplify my own sense of betrayal. His eyes lingered with a mix of something I couldn’t quite decipher, every flicker of his gaze stealing my remaining breath and terrifying me with the ache of an unspoken desire. This was clear each time I found myself in the same space as Xavier Black. I knew all too well yet had tried to avoid. Xavier drank in my presence with a wistful intensity, as if trying to memorize every detail. I quickly tore my gaze away, puzzled and alarmed by his reaction.

“What is this?” Irene’s high-pitched voice pierced through the silence, demanding attention as she turned to confront the crowd. Shock and disbelief were etched on her face, her eyes wide as she struggled to process her sudden exposure. Her initial urge to lash out and defend herself clashed with a desperate need to maintain her composure, torn between anger and the realization that her carefully constructed façade had crumbled.

As the countdown to the New Year reached its climax, the room’s atmosphere shifted dramatically. The congratulatory glances had turned into looks of pity and curiosity. My vulnerability was on full display, the festivity now a stark contrast to the emotional wreckage I faced. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I took a step back, away from the screens projecting Pete’s infidelity, marking the beginning of a journey into the depths of heartache. The realization that my fairy tale had crumbled left me standing alone in a sea of celebration, a silent witness to the wreckage of my love story.
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Xavier

––––––––
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''WHAT’S NEXT FOR YOU, Xavier? Now that the wedding with Ir... isn’t happening, My best friend cautiously avoided delving into the topic of my cheating ex-fiancé. I had spent a week mulling over my future since the scandalous revelation at the DeLuca and Sam New Year’s party. We were in my office, and I welcomed the shift in conversation, desperate to share my plans but wary of his reaction. I waited for the perfect moment to break the news.

"Easy on the liquor," Dave cautioned, urging me to find calm and heal after the devastating discovery of Pete and Irene's betrayal during my business trip.

Swirling the drink in my glass, memories of canceling a crucial trip due to a family emergency resurfaced. Luckily, the deal was delayed, not canceled. I hastily returned to my penthouse at The Ritz-Carlton Residences in Downtown Los Angeles, hoping to surprise my fiancé, only to uncover the painful truth in my own bed.

"What's your move now that revenge is in motion?" I looked up from my glass, catching on to what my best friend was here suggesting. Chuckling, I set down my drink, shifting in my seat. "I'm not finished with them," I declared, shaking my head. Standing, I walked to the window as darkness settled.

"Not done with them?" Dave questioned.

"They haven't seen the last of me," I replied cryptically. "I plan to take what's his and make it mine."

Dave looked up, confused, as I walked to my desk and pulled out the envelope I had safely tucked away from prying eyes. It felt crazy that I would even come up with such an idea, which seemed cruel, yet I wasn't going to allow Irene and her lover to have the last laugh.

"Who is she?" Dave asked, examining the picture of Ariel I had handed to him. "I still don't get it, Xavier. Who is this lady, and how does she even fit into this revenge plan of yours?"

I watched my best friend sweat over who Ariel was and what plans I had for the unfortunate beauty who happened to be Pete's fiancée. The same Irene begged for us to join her business partner Pete and his finance for us to have a joint wedding.

"Pete's fiancée. Her name is Ariel, and she is a college student in her final year." There wasn't much information about the lady, but something about her intrigued me. I watched her as she tried not to stare back at me occasionally, even though I felt drawn to her the entire time. She acted excited when, in fact, she seemed bored at the party.

I smiled at the thought of how she seemed uncomfortable every time her gaze met mine at that godforsaken Christmas dinner and the joint dinner dates Irene used to beg me to attend. Honestly, the beautiful Miss Ariel and I had encountered a few times during those outrageous dates. Yet, she always seemed uncomfortable in my presence and stayed close to Pete whenever we had dinner. The thought of how I made her feel suddenly crossed my mind a week ago at the party when I exposed her fiancé. Her gaze sought me out, and when she found what she was after, she had no idea what she had gifted to me in her ten-minute glance. I spotted her desire to be claimed by no one except me. Her innocent glance was a plea to be rescued and loved.

"You're adding her to this as well? Come on, man, that's a bit unfair for the poor girl. She had her dreams shattered as well, Xavier. Please be considerate."

"Dave, I'm doing that. Besides, you will thank me after hearing me out." I lay on the couch in a relaxing pose.

"Really? Let's hear how you will ruin the poor girl's life."

"Ah." I was lost for words because I had no plans for Ariel. When it came to her, I couldn't decipher my emotions. So I said the first thing that crossed my mind. "I'm going to make her my woman."
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Irene

––––––––
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"IRENE CLUTCHED THE phone to her ear, her knuckles white and her voice trembling with desperation. 'Please, there must be something we can do,' she pleaded, as Xavier’s accountant coldly confirmed yet another denied payment. Throughout the day, the weight of clients’ complaints and the whispers of remorse among their employees bore down on her. They were woefully unprepared for this disaster, and the identity of the person behind the exposé remained a frustrating mystery. The fact that it hadn't leaked to the press yet was their only saving grace. At their sparsely attended Christmas Eve function, the few colleagues and friends who came seemed to harbor no ill will, but the constant whispers and sideways glances were hard to ignore."

"The atmosphere at work was tense. Everyone was on edge, their futures hanging in the balance. Irene's voice trembled as she confronted Pete, who sat with a cold, indifferent expression." "Pete, please, you have to do something," Irene's voice broke. "We can't lose everything. The staff is already whispering. If the media gets hold of this, we're finished."

"Pete sighed heavily, his shoulders slumping as the weight of their predicament finally seemed to register. His usually confident demeanor cracked, revealing a glimpse of the worry he had been hiding." "Irene, I understand the gravity of the situation. We need to act swiftly and decisively to salvage our reputation and reassure our staff. Let's gather our legal team and PR experts immediately to devise a damage control strategy. We must ensure that our secret remains hidden and find alternative funding options to replace Xavier's withdrawal."

"Okay, have a seat. All this pacing is giving me a headache, Irene." Pete leaned back, his throbbing head receiving a massage, before addressing her with urgency. "This thing between us needs to go away completely, Irene." She wore a displeased expression, reluctantly agreeing after hearing Pete's earnest plea. Irene nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. "You're right, Pete. We can't afford any loose ends. We need to sever all ties and erase any evidence that could link us together."

Pete sighed in relief, grateful for Irene's cooperation. Despite their misfortune, they still had time to rectify their mess. The notion of ending their clandestine four-year relationship stung, but if it meant restoring trust and saving their company, they were willing to endure the heartache.

"Pete's voice softened, a rare moment of vulnerability. 'Irene, you have to talk to Xavier. Beg for his forgiveness if you must. His account alone can save us.' He paused, the weight of their secret pressing down on them both. 'If we don’t act now, everything we've worked for will collapse.' In the corner of the room, the office's usually chatty intern glanced over, suspicion flickering in her eyes. Irene felt a chill, wondering how long their deception could hold."

In Pete's arms, Irene kissed him passionately, and he reciprocated, only to pull back, recognizing the need to maintain control. Happiness could only be theirs once their mission was complete. "Irene would marry Xavier, securing the title of his wife and the wealth that came with it. Once their deceptive plot reached its morbid conclusion, everything Xavier owned would be theirs to control."

As for Ariel, the less said, the better. Her naivety made her easily manipulated, providing Pete with control over both women.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5 
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Irene

––––––––
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“MISS, WAIT; YOU CAN'T go in," Xavia's secretary called out, trying to stop Irene from entering Xavier's office. Despite her efforts, Irene walked in determinedly. She had to speak with Xavier, and nothing would deter her. It had been a week since he rejected all her calls to both his cell phone and his home. She had even driven to his residence a couple of times, yet he still refused to address what was left of their relationship.

Xavier’s office was a modern fortress of glass and steel, cold and unyielding, much like the man himself. The walls were lined with shelves of neatly organized files, and the large window behind his desk offered a panoramic view of the city, emphasizing his power and distance.

"That will be all, Mr. Morton," Xavier said, dismissing his accountant as soon as his gaze met Irene's coldly. The accountant hurried out, and Xavier turned his attention to Irene standing by the door. He then glanced at his secretary, who nodded apologetically before leaving.

His stern expression softened slightly as he looked back at Irene, recognizing the urgency in her eyes. He motioned for her to take a seat. "What can I do for you, Ms. Brown? I'm a very busy man," he said, staring at her as she fumbled for words. Finally, she found her voice. "Please, Xavier, don't do this. If you take your accounts, our business will collapse. Please," she approached his desk, her voice trembling.

Xavier’s eyes narrowed. “You cheated on me, Irene, and now you’re here asking me to reinvest in your company? This goes beyond a 'weak moment.' Trust and loyalty are the foundation of any relationship, and you've shattered that. I can't overlook what you've done," his voice was a mix of controlled anger and lingering hurt.

"No, my answer is no, and I want you out of my office right now," he demanded, his rage barely contained.

"Look, it was just a weak moment that happened between Pete and me. It was nothing special, my love; besides, it happened just once," Irene pleaded.

Xavier's anger intensified as she continued to downplay her betrayal. He abruptly stood up and grabbed her by the throat, pinning her to the wall. His grip was firm, and his eyes burned with fury. He wanted to do more but knew how cunning she could be in turning the tables if he wasn't careful. "Get out of my office and never show your face to me again," he growled.

"You will regret this," Irene seethed, glaring at the man she had once claimed to love. "This isn't over, Xavier Black." She stormed out of his office, her three-inch heels echoing with each step, each one a promise of retribution.
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Ariel

“Oh no, this can’t be happening,” I whispered, my hands shaking and gasping in shock. I fumbled for my keys. The thought of ending up in jail felt surreal and terrifying. I’ve never been a bad person. How did I end up in this mess? The weight of my situation felt unbearable. Living in Westlake, so different from the luxury of Downtown LA, only added to my sense of isolation. I live in a world apart from the polished high-rises of downtown LA. The streets are vibrant but worn, lined with modest buildings that reflect both past grandeur and current struggle. Despite its charm, the neighborhood’s resilience masks a layer of hardship. It was the only place I could afford after breaking things off with Pete.”

“I opened the door to my small apartment and went straight to the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water. I drank quickly as I paced my tiny one-bedroom my hands trembled as I clutched the summons letter. I was teetering on the edge of financial ruin. The clothes and accessories Pete had bought me were mere remnants of a life I once knew—luxuries that now felt like chains, weighing me down and reminding me of how precariously I was balancing on the edge of disaster.”

“Why was the jewelry store owner, Mc-Angle, suing us for a robbery we couldn’t prevent? I hadn’t even met him; he used an agency for hiring. This lawsuit felt both unjust and overwhelming.
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