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A manicured fingernail drummed a relentless staccato on the cold marble counter of the City Clerk’s Office.

The clerk behind the barrier stared at his computer screen, brow deeply furrowed. He typed. Then backspaced. Then typed again.

“What’s the matter?” “?” Haleigh asked. “It’s just a copy of the licence. "I require it for the audit of the trust fund.

At last the clerk looked up, his face full of an uncomfortable something very like pity.

"Mrs... Oliver," he corrected himself, looking at the name on her ID. “I looked up your name, Mr. Cooley’s name, the date of the ceremony. There’s no record of a marriage licence returned.”

Haleigh laughed, short and incredulous. “That’s not possible. We had three hundred guests at the Plaza. It was in Vogue.’

She fumbled with her phone, her fingers sliding on the slick screen as she brought up the photos. “See. That’s what we do. ” That’s the celebrant.”

The clerk looked at the screen and pushed his glasses up his nose. “Ma’am, a ceremony is a ceremony. However, legally, the officiant or the couple must return the signed licence to this office within sixty days. “If that paper was never filed, the marriage is no good.” He stopped. "In the eyes of the State of New York, you are single.

The world turned on its head. Haleigh grabbed the edge of the counter to keep herself from swaying.

A memory came, bright and blinding. Grey in their hotel suite three years ago, loosening his tie. “Don’t sweat the paperwork, babe. I’ll do the filing. Simply sit back and enjoy. You're a Cooley now." He'd insisted. He'd been so sweet, so protective.

“Thanks,” she had whispered.

She turned around and left the building. The noon sun struck her like a physical blow, blinding and pitiless.

Single.

She was not Haleigh Cooley. Never been.

She blindly walked toward the curb, her hand trembling as she looked in her big tote bag for her iPad. She carried it everywhere, to sync Gray’s schedule with hers. A good wife. A partner in the body of a perfect executive assistant.

The device in her palm buzzed.

She looked down. Across the top of the screen was a banner of notification: iCloud Photo Sharing Invitation – Our Little Secret

Haleigh scowled. She didn’t immediately recognise the sender, but her thumb hovered over the Accept button. The name was unfamiliar, but the title cut like a knife in the gut.

The album opened with a flash.

The first picture was a close-up of a hand holding a pregnancy test. Two pink lines. No mistaking the background, which was the cedar deck of the Cooley family’s estate in the Hamptons.

Haleigh stopped. She swiped.

The next image was a screenshot of a text message conversation. The name on the contact read: “My Love.”

Happy 3rd anniversary babe. This baby is the greatest gift that we can give the family. I swear, when the trust is unlocked, we're done with the charade.

The time stamp was this morning.

Haleigh’s stomach fluttered. Hot bitter bile rose in her throat. She staggered to a metal trash can on the corner and dry heaved, eyes watering, breath coming in ragged gasps.

Three years.

The stipulation of the trust fund—Gray had to wait three years of marriage to get complete access to the principal amount. Today was the final day.

The pieces fell together like a car wreck, the unlicensed licence, the 'infertility' issues Grey had been so sweetly supportive of, the way his mother—the matriarch of the Cooley empire—had always regarded her with thinly veiled disdain.

They didn't cheat on her.

She was never a wife deceived. She was a prop. A stand-in, placed there to fool the trust executors until Grey could get the money and dump her without giving up half his wealth in a divorce. Because there was no marriage, there was no divorce. They'd needed a three year paper trail for the executors, a finished, public performance. Grey must have faked the interim documents. Or maybe he was going to file the real licence today, at the last possible instant, when the money was irrevocably his.

She wiped her face with her hand. A tremor shook her limbs, but beneath the nausea something else was coming alive.

She flagged a yellow cab and got in the back.

“Where to?” the driver asked her, glancing at her in his rearview mirror.

"Cooley Tower—" she started, but the words would not come. No. Not here. Not yet.

She said, “Midtown.” “An address on Madison Avenue.” It was the building that contained the city’s toughest private investigation firm.

She took out her phone. Her fingers were trembling but steady. She pulled up an encrypted messaging app and found the contact for her college flatmate – a shark of a lawyer now.

Grey Cooley asset transfers require forensic accounting. Now. And I need a P.I.

She went to Instagram. At the top of her feed was a post from Brylee Franklin—her best friend, her confidante, the woman who’d held her hand through every negative pregnancy test.

It was a photo of two crystal champagne flutes clinking together against a sunset. Caption read: Feeling BLESSED. New beginnings

Haleigh focused in on one of the glasses.

She saw him in the distorted reflection of the golden liquid, blurred but unmistakable, the profile of Grey Cooley.

Her nails dug into the palms of her hands until the skin broke and the sharp pain anchored her. Then she opened her purse and took out a lipstick. Ruby Woo. Deep blood red.

She used it sparingly, tracing the curve of her lips with a steady hand.

"I'm not Mrs. Cooley," she whispered into the empty cab, "so I guess I'll just have to be Haleigh Oliver.
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The hotel lounge was dimly lit, designed for illicit affairs and high-stakes business. Haleigh sat in a velvet high-backed chair, tucked away in a corner where the shadows were thickest.

On the low table before her was a tablet the private investigator she’d hired three hours ago had given her. The rate at which money could buy information in New York was frightening.

The file proved everything. The shared bank accounts of Grey and Brylee. A lease in Brylee’s name for an apartment on the Upper East Side. Paid for by a shell company tied to Grey.

But it was the audio file that made Haleigh’s blood freeze. She adjusted her Airpods, and pressed play.

“The voice was unmistakeable.” Sharp, nasal, dripping with arrogance. Mrs. Cooley.

At last, a true heir. Haleigh the barren mule ought to have been gone years ago. “Get the lawyers lined up with the eviction notice for the morning after the anniversary party.

Haleigh glanced down at the glass of whisky in her hand. The amber liquid was diluted by the melting ice. She squeezed the glass so tight she was afraid it would snap and slice her palm. It nearly did. She wished it would. Maybe the physical pain would make her forget the hollow ache in her chest.

A shadow crossed her table.

Haleigh looked up, waiting for a waiter. Instead she found a man in a dark suit with an earpiece in his ear. He didn't look like hotel security. He looked like a man of paramilitaries.

“Ms. Oliver,” he said. That wasn't a question. “Mr Barrett would like to say something.”

Haleigh’s cell phone buzzed on the table. A local number she didn’t know. She hesitated and then took it. "Hello?

“Ms. Oliver. The voice on the other end was gravelly and old, and demanded instant obedience. "This is Hjalmer Barrett.

Haleigh sucked in a breath. The Barretts were American royalty. Old money, the kind that made the Cooleys look like lottery winners in a caravan park. Half the city’s skyline was theirs.

"Mr. Barrett," she said. “Don’t get it.”

“I know your case,” said Hjalmer. There was no sympathy in his tone, but there was purpose. 'In fact I know more about it than you do. There’s a car waiting outside.”

Haleigh looked at the security guard and then out the window. Across the street from the line of yellow cabs, a black Rolls Royce Phantom waited at the curb.

She had nothing else to lose. Her marriage was a sham, her house was about to be repossessed, and her career was tied to a family who hated her.

“I’m coming,” she said.

She drank the watered whisky in one gulp and stood up.

The ride was quiet. The interior of the Rolls-Royce was rich with leather and expensive cologne. The city shot past the tinted windows, a blur of lights and rain.

They reached the tower of Barrett Holdings. The security guard took her to a private lift that went straight to the penthouse office.

Hjalmer Barrett sat behind a desk that looked like it had been cut out of the hull of a galleon. His face was lined and older than his photos, but his eyes were sharp, a predatory pale blue. He didn't offer her a seat. He slid a heavy folder across the polished wood.

“Open it up.”

Haleigh pushed on and flipped the folder open.

It was a plan. The Zenith Project Her magnum opus, the architectural design she’d been refining for Cooley Enterprises for the past two years.

But the header on the document didn’t say Lead Architect: Haleigh Oliver.

It read “Lead Architect: Brylee Franklin.”

Below was a financial breakdown. The project was to funnel assets out of Haleigh’s name and into a trust for “Baby Cooley.”

“They don’t just kick you out,” Hjalmer said, breaking the silence. “They are wiping out your professional life. They'll say you were just an assistant, you had a breakdown. You will walk out of that marriage with nothing. No cash. No rep. No career.

Haleigh looked at the page. There was Gray’s signature right next to Brylee’s.

What’s this about? Haleigh looked up. “Asked what?” Her voice was trembling with fury.

“Because I hate the Cooleys,” Hjalmer said flatly. "And I need a daughter-in-law.

Haleigh blinked. "Excuse me?"

“This is my son, Kane,” said Hjalmer. “You’ve read the stories.”

She had had. Everybody had. Kane Barrett. Wall Street’s Beast. The tabloids labelled him a recluse, a monster. They said he was ugly, he had a temper that could peel paint off walls. He never showed himself in public.

“You want me to... wed Kane?”

“I need a desperate, vindictive, clever woman,” said Hjalmer. “Kane needs a wife to calm the board’s nerves. They find him too unpredictable. “A marriage will steady his image.

"And what do I get? “Haleigh asked, her heart racing in her chest.

Revenge,” said Hjalmer. He bent forward. You marry my son. "I'm giving you the resources of Barrett Holdings. We smash the Cooleys. We're taking the Zenith Project. “We give them nothing.” He passed a second paper across the table – a prenuptial agreement.

Haleigh turned to the last page. The allowance alone was larger than Gray’s entire trust fund.

“That marriage is only on paper,” added Hjalmer. Kane is not interested in love. You're going to live in the penthouse. “You’re going to play the part.”

Haleigh stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows. Cooley Tower far below looked like a toy block. Small. Negligible.

If she left, she was a victim, a castaway, a barren woman played by her husband and her best friend. To sign would make her bride of monster. But she would be bride to a mighty monster.

She reached out and took the heavy fountain pen from the desk. The metal felt cold against her skin.

“Does he know?” she said. “Kane?”

“He does what is needed for the family,” Hjalmer said.

Haleigh uncaped the pen. The nib hung over the line for his signature.

“I want a wedding,” she said, her voice hard. “A ceremony. Bigger than the one I got from Gray.”

Hjalmer nodded his head, once. “Done.”

Haleigh wrote her name down. The pen scratched on the paper like a knife being sharpened.

She drew herself up and looked Hjalmer in the face.

“Good doing business with you, Father.”
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Haleigh declined the driver’s offer to take her to the Cooley flat. She wanted the incognito of a yellow cab.

The taxi drew up at the kerb. It was close to midnight. The prewar building loomed above her, its limestone façade softly lit up. It was home. Now it looked like some grave.

Eddie, the doorman, jumped to his feet when he saw her. “Mrs. Cooley! We weren’t expecting you until Tuesday.”

“Surprise,” Haleigh said, forcing herself to smile. She handed him a bill for a hundred dollars. “Don’t phone. \"I want to surprise Grey.\"

Eddie winked. “I understand ma’am.

The lift ride was quiet and smooth. Haleigh followed the numbers on the floor as they went up, her heart rate thumping out a slow, heavy rhythm. Thump. Thump. Thump.

She went out into their own foyer. Inside, there was music. Soft jazz. Miles Davis. Gray’s favourite seduction playlist.

She opened the lock. Click

The flat smelt of beeswax and costly lilies.

And there, in the middle of the entryway rug, was a pair of Christian Louboutin heels with red bottoms.

Haleighe stared at them. She'd bought them for Brylee's birthday last month. Brylee had cried hugging her, saying she had never had such expensive shoes.

Haleigh kicked off her flats. In her stocking feet she padded across the Persian runner.

She climbed the winding staircase. Some music was coming from the master bedroom. The door was open, flooding the hallway with a slice of golden light.

Haleigh squinted into the opening.

Grey stood at the foot of the bed, back to the door, unbuttoning his dress shirt. Brylee sat on the edge of the bed, Haleigh's bed, in Haleigh's silk robe. The champagne silk opened to expose her legs. Grey poured her a glass of milk. Drink this. Great for baby. “Calcium.” "

Brylee took it, looking up at him with a smile. “You’re going to be such a great dad, Grey. "Better than you were as a husband."

A wave of dizziness swept over Haleigh. It was one thing knowing. Seeing it was one thing.

She backed away from the door and rummaged in her purse for the heavy keychain. She held it out over the hardwood floor in the hall.

She let it fall.

CLANG — JINGLE — THUMP.

The sound was loud in the still flat.

Chaos spilt out of the bedroom.

“Shit! "Gray's voice fell to a harsh whisper. “You hear that?” You hear that?”

"Is it her? She’s back?” Brylee’s voice was frantic. The sound of glass clinking on a nightstand.

"Hide! hide! “Just hide!””

Haleigh counted to five. Then she bent down, picked up her keys and started to hum, loudly, a happy, mindless tune.

“Honey?” “I’m home!” she called out, her voice lifting sweetly into song.

She walked toward the bedroom, her steps deliberate and unhurried.

She opened the door.

Grey stood beside the bed, panting. His shirt was half-unbuttoned, his hair tousled. The room smelt of Brylee’s perfume, Chanel No. 5.

But Brylee was no more.

Haleigh looked around the room. The bed was mussy. The doors to the balcony were shut. The bathroom was open, dark. Her eyes dropped to the walk-in closet. The handle was trembling a bit, as if someone had just released it.

“Haleigh! said Grey. His smile was a rictus of scarcely restrained terror. Sweat formed on his upper lip. “Am I early?”

Haleigh went to him and put her arm around his waist and hugged him She could feel his heart beating against her chest like a trapped bird.

I missed you," she said. She buried her face in his neck and took a deep breath. Mmm. "You smell . . . different."

Grey stiffened. "I was testing a new cologne sample."

Haleigh pulled back, sniffing the air with exaggerated deliberation. "That is... Chanel No. 5? “It’s so powerful.”

Gray’s face turned white. “I was trying to find a gift for you. I must have sprayed some on myself by mistake at the—”

“A present?” Haleigh’s eyes brightened. She looked at the wardrobe. "Is it in? "Now I want to see!" She walked to the door.

But Grey lunged and cut her off. "No!" he exclaimed suddenly. Then softer. “No, babe. The place is a nightmare. I haven’t finished it yet. "It's a surprise. “You cannot enter.”

Haleigh paused. She looked at the closed door, picturing Brylee on the other side of it, hidden in the winter coats, holding her breath.

A cruel smile twisted Haleigh’s lips, a smile gone before Grey could see it.

She shrugged and said, “Okay.” Not to spoil the surprise. Anyway, I’m tired. “I think I’ll just shower and go to bed.’ She sat on the edge of the mattress where Brylee had been sitting a second ago. “Come and sit with me, Gray.” She tapped the papers.

Grey glanced from the wardrobe back to Haleigh. He looked like he was going to be sick.

“Sure, honey,” he said faintly.
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Haleigh didn’t hurry to the shower. Instead she went to her dressing table, which stood directly opposite the door of the closet.

She sat down and began to take off her jewellery slowly and methodically.

Clink. Her timepiece hit the glass surface.

Clink. Then her earrings.

Grey was still standing guard by the closet, shifting from one foot to the other. He looked like a statue ready to fall apart.

“You’re not going to sleep in the guest room?” Watching him in the mirror, Haleigh said. She picked up a cotton pad and began to wipe her lipstick off. “You know how I snore when I’m jet-lagged. “I want the bed to myself.”

“Missed you,” Grey blurted. “I want to be close to you.”

He couldn't come. If he left, Brylee would try to escape and Haleigh might see her. He was busted.

Haleigh shrugs. “Have it your own way.”

She got up and walked to the nightstand. The milk-glass was there.

“Oh, milk!” she said. “I’m thirsty.

She reached for the glass.

“Stop it! Grey reached. “That's... that's ancient. I poured it hours ago.”

“That's okay,” said Haleigh. She raised the glass to her lips and drank it down in one long swallow, wiping the white moustache from her upper lip. “It tastes rich. Whole milk? You usually drink skim.

"I'm trying to bulk up," Grey lied. His eyes scurried around the room like a rat in a corner.

Haleigh stretched her arms up, trying to reach the ceiling. ‘Jesus, it’s cold in here. “Why is the AC so low?”

She went across the room to the wall thermostat.

Haleigh, no, it’s okay—”

She pushed the button. Beep. Beep. Beep.

The digital counter ticked higher. 72... 80... 90...  She peaked at a blistering 98 degrees Fahrenheit.

"The doctor told me to keep my temperature up," she said smoothly. “Circulatory problems.”

The heat came on with a low rumble.

The walk-in closet was a sealed, custom-built box, lined in cedar and extra insulation for her fur coats. No windows. No vents. In a few minutes the bedroom would become an oxygen-starved sauna as it heated up.

Haleigh stripped off, and changed into a silk nightgown, right there in front of Grey. She got into bed and picked up the remote control.

She switched on the TV. An action movie blared, the room humming with explosions and car chases.

“Gray,” she said, and patted the foot of the bed. My feet are killing me. Rub them?”

Grey looked toward the closet. He looked toward the door. He looked Haleigh up. He sat down, beaten, and started rubbing her feet. His hands felt clammy.

Ten minutes went by. The room became stiflingly hot.

Thump.

There was a soft sound from the wardrobe. Like a body sliding on wood.

Haleigh sat straight up. “What was that?” She snatched a heavy brass lamp off the bedside table. "Is there anybody in there? “A crook?” She began to get out of bed.

Grey almost knocked her over. 'No! no! "It was me - I kicked the bed-frame!

Haleigh stared at him, her eyes wide. “You’re so clumsy this evening, Gray,”

She shoved him off. You know what? You are bugging me You’re shivering, you’re sweating... go sleep in the guest room."

"But—"

“Out.” Haleigh indicated the door I need sleep. Go.

Grey got up. He stared long and desperately at the wardrobe door, his eyes full of silent apology. He mouthed something that appeared to be Wait.

Then he got up and went out of the room.

The minute the door closed Haleigh was out of bed. In three strides she was across the room and turned the lock. Click. Click. Click.

She returned to bed and turned off the television.

Silence. Thick, hot silence.

The temperature in the room was oppressive. She could only imagine what it was like inside the wardrobe, wrapped in wool and velvet,

Haleigh lay in the dark, staring at the wardrobe door.

She heard a ragged breath. Then a soft, choked sob.

Brylee was in tears. Hot, trapped, terrified, and probably desperate to use the toilet considering her condition.

Haleigh adjusted her pillow and felt a profound, settling peace.

“Goodnight, rat,” she whispered into the dark.

She donned her noise-cancelling headphones and shut her eyes.
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Morning light streamed through the heavy curtains. Haleigh awoke feeling refreshed.

She did not hurry. She yawned, stretched. She went into the bathroom and took a long shower, belting out off-key opera at the top of her lungs.

She unlocked the bedroom door when she was fully dressed. She left it open to the full, and went downstairs.

She did not glance back at the wardrobe. She knew Brylee would bolt the second she saw her opportunity.

Grey sat at the head of the table in the dining-room. He looked as if he hadn’t slept at all. His eyes were bloodshot, and he was texting furiously under the table.

Haleigh poured herself a cup of coffee. “Good morning, honey.”

Five minutes later Brulee walked in.

She looked broken. Her hair was frizzy, her make-up was caked on in a desperate attempt to hide the dark circles, her skin had a greyish tint to it. She wore a different dress than the nite before. One of Haleigh's old ones she must have stolen from the closet.

“Brylee! Haleigh set her cup down with enough force to make them both flinch. “You’re here early!” “Did you stay all night?”

Brylee stopped. Yes. At the guesthouse. “I had insomnia.

“You look awful,” Haleigh said with sympathy. Swollen eyes. “ “Dehydrated.”

The doorbell went. The maid opened the door and in came Mr. and Mrs. Cooley.

Mrs. Cooley was immaculately dressed in white tweed. Ignoring Haleigh completely she pressed a kiss to Gray's cheek.

They all took seats. The tension was thick enough to choke.

Mr. Cooley dispensed with pleasantries. He attacked his steak with surgical precision. “Haleigh,” he said, not looking up. “We need to talk about Zenith.”

Haleigh set her fork down. “Yeah?”

“The Board thinks you are overextended,” said Mr. Cooley. “We've decided to bring Brylee in as co-manager. Assist.

Brylee put a hand to her chest, acting surprised. Oh, Arthur, I'm only an art dealer. “I don’t know architecture.”

“It’s not about pretty lines, management,” Mrs. Cooley said sharply. “It’s people skills. “Haleigh has been too... fragile lately.

"Delicate? “Haleigh again said.

“We need stability,” Grey said, not looking at her. “Family. So you can focus on trying for a baby.”

Brylee smoothed her hand over her stomach unconsciously at the mention of the baby. She gave Haleigh a look of pure venomous triumph.

Haleigh saw the game plainly. They wanted her gone. They wanted the project, the money, the glory.

"I have the Zenith contracts as lead architect," Haleigh said flatly. If you took me away the clients would go.”

“You’re a Cooley,” Mr. Cooley said, his voice dropping an octave. Your name is a plus. We own it.””

Haleigh looked around the table - the greedy faces, the lies not quite hidden.

She reclined. “I’m done.

There was a palpable relief in that room. Grey exhaled a long breath.

“But, Haleigh said, holding up one finger, “I have a condition.

“Name it,” said Grey, quickly.

I want the title for the warehouse on Dowling Street. "The old textile works."

Mr. Cooley knitted his brows. “That old piece of junk? It’s a weight. It's full of squatters and asbestos."

“It has an emotional connection to me,” said Haleigh. “I want to make it a private studio. Somewhere I can paint."

Mr. Cooley did the calculation in a moment. Zenith was worth hundreds of millions dollars. The warehouse was a tax write-off, worth maybe fifty thousand dollars.

"Done," said Mr. Cooley. "Transfer authority to sign for Zenith to Brylee today. You get your stack of bricks.

Haleigh smiled, raising the coffee cup to her lips to hide the predatory glint in her eyes.

Hjalmer Barrett had told her that the warehouse on Dowling Street was in the way of the new high-speed rail line that Barrett Holdings was announcing next month. It was about to increase in value by four thousand percent.

“To family,” Haleigh said as she lifted her mug.

She watched them drink, knowing that they had just signed their own economic death warrants.
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The clink of cutlery started again, but Mrs Cooley was not finished. She dabbed her mouth with a linen serviette. Her eyes were cold and hard as marbles.

"Now that you have so much spare time," she said with disdain in her voice, "maybe you can actually focus on your one job. To provide an heir.”

Haleigh’s grip on her knife tightened.

“It’s been three years, Haleigh,” Mrs. Cooley continued. “And nothing.” The Cooley name isn't supposed to be a flower vase on a shelf. It needs a future.

Grey kept his head down, shovelling eggs into his mouth. Spineless.

Haleigh glanced at Brylee. Brylee smirked, her eyes going back down to her belly.

"Actually," Haleigh said, her voice cutting through the insults cleanly. "I've been thinking about that. “I think we've got to make a statement with all the rumours lately.

“What sort of statement?” Grey asked, nervously.

“Renewing our vows,” said Haleigh.

Brylee spat out her water. Her fork clattered on the china.

"A what?" Mrs. Cooley looked as if she had bitten something sour.

"A Vow Renewal Ceremony," Haleigh repeated firmly. “Next month. We have to show the world how solid our marriage is, especially with me taking a step back from Zenith. People will be people. We need to stand as one.”

“That’s dear,” scoffed Mrs. Cooley. “And not required. “Get pregnant first.”

Haleigh rose. The legs of her chair scraped against the hardwood floor, violently.

“My trust fund built the East Wing of this house,” Haleigh said, her voice rising. ”My salary pays for the yacht upkeep. I would like to have a party. Is that too much to ask?”

Mrs. Cooley's face coloured. "How dare you speak to me like that?

Haleigh didn’t see her. She looked at Grey.

“If there’s no ceremony,” she said, her voice dropping to a deadly whisper, “then I don’t sign the Zenith transfer papers.”

It was a threat. And it was on the air.

Grey turned to his father. Mr. Cooley nodded, scarcely discernible. They had to have that signature.

“Alright,” Grey said, standing to placate her. “Fine, babe. We will do it. A huge party. “Next month.”

“Good,” said Haleigh. I want it to be perfect.

She turned, and left the room.

“Haleigh, hold up!” The housekeeper, Inez, tried to stop her at the foot of the stairs, a troubled expression on her face.

“Move,” Haleigh said. She pushed past the woman and went up the stairs.

Behind her, Mrs. Cooley was screaming obscenities at the table.

Haleigh went into the bedroom and locked the door. She leaned on the wood, chest heaving. Not with fear, but with exhilaration.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket.

Unknown Number: Mr. Barrett is happy. He will see to-morrow and talk over the arrangements for the ceremony."

It was from Kane's assistant.

Haleigh looked at the wall. There was a large framed picture of her and Grey on their wedding day. They looked so content. So totally fake.

She walked across the room and took the frame with both hands and tore it off the wall.

She threw it at him.

It hit the floor with a satisfying thud. The glass shattered, spilling over the rug like diamonds. The fracture line mowed through Gray’s smiling face. 
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The city was in the grip of nite. Haleigh lay on the master bed staring at the ceiling. She had not cleared up the broken glass.

She knew Brylee. Brylee was growing impatient. Brylee was a greedy girl. Now that she was co-manager of Zenith, she’d want to prove herself right away, and for that she needed the confidential files Haleigh kept in the bedroom safe.

Haleigh did her homework. On the desk she'd left a stack of decoy files, and on top of the first folder she'd laid a single strand of her own long dark hair.

She switched off the light. The room was dark, save for the moonlight that sliced through the curtains.

She waited.

The handle was twisted at 2:00 AM.

Haleigh had left it unlocked. Deliberately.

The door opened, creaking. A shadow came in, a big one, moving with enough awkwardness to betray its nerves.

Brylee.

The shadow moved nearer the desk. A phone torch clicked on, its soft beam moving over the papers.

Haleigh opened her eyes. She lay still, regulating her breath.

Rustle. Rustle. Rustle.

Brylee thumbed through the files.

Haleigh sat up. The mattress springs squeaked.

“What are you searching for?” Her voice was low, almost spectral.

Brylee screamed. A high, thin sound of pure terror. Her phone bounced wildly on the floor, the light spinning across the walls.

Haleigh reached across and turned on the bedside lamp.

Brylee was pushed up against the desk, hand over her chest. Her face was the colour of paper.

“I have a headache,” Brylee sputtered. "I was looking for some aspirin. You had some in here.” Inez said.

Haleigh kicked her legs off the bed. She got up and shuffled over to Brylee.

Haleigh said: 'Aspirin’s in the bathroom'. “Not in my file.

She stopped a few inches off. Haleigh was taller, and she felt it in every inch of her frame that moment.

“You look guilty, Bry,” Haleigh said quietly. She reached out and flicked a piece of lint off Brylee’s shoulder. Brylee flinched like she’d been burnt, stumbling back into the edge of the desk.

“You’re paranoid,” Brylee gasped. “You need help,

Haleigh leaned in until her lips were near Brylee’s ear.

“Do you know what happens to rats when they’re out at night?”

Brylee shuddered. “What?

They break their necks.

The silence that followed was heavy with something approaching violence.

Brylee grabbed her phone from the floor and ran from the room without a backward glance.

Haleigh stared at the void of a doorway. An icy smile was on her lips.

She went to the desk. The hair was missing.

She sat on the edge of her bed. The adrenaline drained slowly, leaving a dull, familiar ache in her belly. An old scar.

She felt the scar on her side. The construction site accident, two years back. She'd knocked Grey aside when a piece of falling rebar had. It had gone straight through her side and damaged her uterus.

“You’ll never have a baby,” the doctor had told her.

Grey had wept. He took hold of her hand. "It doesn't matter. Adoption, surrogacy – it doesn't matter. I want only you.”

A tear rolled down Haleigh’s cheek. She lashed out at it angrily.

He was a cheat. He had used the infertility she had suffered saving his life as an excuse to replace her with her best friend.

No mercy would be shown.
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The next morning

Haleigh came down in her yoga outfit. She stopped by the sunroom. The door was half-open and voices came out.

She slid behind a large potted monstera and vanished into the shadows.

Brylee, Mrs. Cooley, and Grey. The unholy trinity.

"She's losing it," Grey was saying. 'The ceremony is a waste of time and money.

“Suck it up,” hissed Mrs Cooley. Get the signature on the Zenith transfer, then we kick her out.

“But I’m sроwіn’,” Brуlее whіnеd. 'I am developing a big belly. “How much longer do I have to be hiding?

“Baby, just a little bit more. Gray's voice turned sickly sweet. For the ceremony wear something loose. Haleigh is dumb. She loves me. She'll believe anything I say to her." He chuckled. She's just an incubator. “Oh wait — she can’t even do that.”

LOL. Laughter, cruel and mocking.

Haleigh took out her phone and began recording. The waveform on the screen danced, capturing every vile word, every vile word.

Incubator.

She shut off the recorder. She drew a slow breath, plastered a bright, perfect smile on her face and stepped out from behind the plant.

“Good morning!” she trilled, tapping her feet as she entered the room.

The laughter stopped short. The three of them sprang apart.

“What’s funny?” “” Haleigh asked, beaming.

Oh! Haleigh!” Grey sat up, sweat-beaded across his face. We were just going to do a surprise for you. "for the ceremony."

Aww. Haleigh went over and hugged him. Her skin crawled but she gripped. “You guys are the best.

Then the doorbell rang. A delivery man walked in with a big bouquet of long-stemmed red roses.

"Mrs. Cooley," he said.

Grey grabbed them and passed them to Haleigh. “Baby, for you. To my one true love.”

Haleigh pressed her face in the flowers. “They’re beautiful,” said the man.

She saw Brylee staring at the bouquet over the blooms, eyes burning with jealousy like she wanted to burn the roses.

Haleigh plucked one stem from the bunch.

"Bry," she said sweetly. "You look white today. Here, this colour suits you.”

She held the rose out at the very bottom of the stem, forcing Brylee to reach higher up.

Where the thorns used to be.

Brylee reached out without thinking. Her hand on the stem grew tighter.

“Ow!”

She pulled her hand away. A bright red bead of blood swelled on her thumb.

“Oh no!” Haleigh gasped, her hand over her mouth. “Oh, I’m so sorry—I forgot they weren’t de-thorned.

Grey moved forward to help Brylee, but Haleigh moved smoothly between them.

“Be careful,” Haleigh said, eyes on Brylee. Some things are pretty looking but if you touch them they bleed you out. She smiled. But it didn’t reach her eyes. “Like this family.

She turned and left them, and the three of them stared after her as a chill crept through the sunny room.
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“Date night,” Grey had insisted. “A surprise.”

Haleigh sat in the passenger seat of the Range Rover as they drove away from Manhattan. They went over the bridge to Queens.

The neighbourhood got grittier — graffiti, trash on the sidewalks. Grey stopped in front of a dilapidated red-brick apartment block and cut the engine.

“Remember this place?” he said.

Haleigh glanced at it. First place. Before the trust fund took effect. Penthouse Prequel.

“I bought it,” Grey proudly announced.

Haleigh stared at him, romance novels. “Why not?”

“Nostalgia,” said Grey, taking her hand. “And this is where it began. Eating ramen, on the floor. Just us versus the world.”

He was playing the love struggle card. He wanted to dredge up memories of the hard times to make her more willing to sign the Zenith papers.

Haleigh recalled it differently. She recalled working double shifts at a diner to pay the rent while Grey spent her tips on tailored suits for interviews he never attended.

“Come on,” he said, moving over to kiss her cheek. “Inside,” he said. “For old times’ sake.” He leaned forward. “Just sign the transfer to Brylee, Haleigh.” Do it for us, please. For our future.

And there it was. The hook.

The door opened and the smell of the hallway hit her—mildew and stale urine mixing with his expensive cologne to something nauseating.

Haleigh pushed him off.

“This is not a memory, Gray,” she said, her voice cold. This is poverty. “This is mold.”

“You bought this place to remind me how stupid I was,” she said. I supported you for three years while you played the pretend businessman.

Gray's face darkened. The mask of the nice guy fell off.

How can you say that?' he snapped. “I’m a romantic! You ungrateful—

Romantic?” Haleigh chuckled. "You're playing me."

She turned and headed back to the car. Take me home. “This place is disgusting.”

Grey caught her wrist. “ He clutched hard, in pain.

“I’m trying to save this marriage!” he yelled, spitting. “Don’t walk away!”

Haleigh looked at his hand on her wrist. She looked up in his eyes.

“Release.

Her voice was low, vibrating with a menace he'd never heard before.

Grey blinked. There was something in her eyes, he saw, a darkness that frightened him. He released his hold.

Haleigh rubbed her wrist. "You're a terrible actor, Grey."

They rode back in silence.

Haleigh grabbed her phone and pulled up the encrypted app.

To: Wendy—start poison pill. Prepare the corrupted data for tomorrow.

Wendy: Okay. It kills.

Haleigh looked at the passing lights of the city through the window. She was finished being nice.
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The Cooley Investor Gala was underway. Crystal chandeliers glittered above. waiters came round with trays of caviar.

Haleigh stood by the kitchen doors in a small black dress, almost invisible against the background.

Everyone was watching Brylee. In a tight red dress that accentuated her curves and suggested a pregnancy, she laughed loudly with a group of investors, holding on to Gray’s arm.

They were all clean and bright. Mrs. Cooley, in a white Chanel suit, made to order, sat near the buffet.

Haleigh poured out a big silver tureen of Borscht, beetroot soup, dark and purple-red. She carried it to the buffet. As she passed Mrs. Cooley, she “caught” her foot on the edge of the rug.

"Whoops!"

The tureen fell from her hands.

The soup exploded all over Mrs. Cooley and instantly soaked the white Chanel suit, making a bloody, gruesome mess.

Mrs. Cooley screamed, and the scream stopped the whole party dead. “My dress! “You oaf!

Haleigh stood with her hands to her mouth. “Oh my Christ! The rug! It's loose! You better have that fixed.

Grey ran over and pulled his screaming mum away.

Across the room, Haleigh caught Brylee’s eye. She winked.

The next morning, Cooley Enterprises was deathly quiet.

Haleigh went to her desk. Wendy was waiting, holding a tissue.

“They sent the email,” Wendy said softly.

Haleigh powered up her computer. And there it was. EXECUTIVE ORDER.

Brylee Franklin has been appointed as the CEO of the Zenith Project effective immediately. Haleigh Oliver has been placed on administrative leave pending review.

Finished.

Elevator Doors opened. Brylee came in, Grey and a security team on either side. She looked like a winner.

“Give it here, Haleigh.” Brylee snapped her fingers. “The files. “The drives. Everything.

“Gray says you’re tired,” Brylee said, loud enough for the whole office to hear. “You have to get away.

Haleigh rose slowly, reaching for a single black USB drive on her desk.

It was no ordinary copy. An hour before, Wendy had injected the real poison pill with her top-level credentials still active, corrupting the master files on the company’s BIM cloud server, wiping the rolling backups, and setting off a system alert that blamed it on a phantom power surge. The small black drive had been set up as the sole unaffected local backup.

“Here,” Haleigh said, her voice flat as she shoved the USB into Brylee’s hand. "The only clean backup. It is all yours. Good luck, Bry. You’re going to need it.”

“Finally,” Brylee sneered, clutching the drive like it was a diamond.

Haleigh grabbed the cardboard box she’d packed earlier and walked past them.

She paused at Gray’s office. The blinds were down, but a shadow stirred behind the glass. He was looking up.

Haleigh peered out the window, raised her hand and made a gun out of her fingers. She mimed the pulling of a trigger.

Bang.

She stepped out into the bright sunlight outside the building.

A sleek black car was waiting at the curb. The door at the back swung open and a man in a suit came out. Miss Oliver? Mr. Barrett is awaiting.”

Haleigh threw her box into the trunk and climbed into the back seat. The door closed and she was in a quiet luxury.

She did not look at the tower. She stared straight ahead, into the eyes of the man next to her.

“Drive,” she said.
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Haleigh’s legs were cool against the leather seat of the limousine, a stark contrast to the heat radiating from her skin. The tinted windows kept pedestrians on the sidewalk from peering in curiously.

The man at her side—chief of staff to Hjalmer Barrett—didn't introduce himself. He just pushed a manila envelope across the console.

“Read this,” he told me. His voice was flat, a professional’s voice.

Haleigh ripped open the envelope. Inside, one sheet of paper, a financial memorandum stamped INTERNAL USE ONLY — COOLEY ENTERPRISES. Her eyes scanned the numbers. Her breath caught.

Cooley Enterprises was betting the farm on the Zenith Project. They had been seeking a big bridge loan from Chase Bank to cover construction costs until pre-sales revenue started coming in. Approval was pending “stable leadership and project continuity”.

They needed it badly. Cash-starved. And afraid of bad publicity.

Haleigh’s face crossed a slow, cold smile.

She tapped a manicured nail against the paper. “I guess I underestimated my value. The number she had in mind for her severance had just doubled. This document was not a request. It was a weapon.

“The driver is at your service, Ms. Oliver,” the chief of staff said, looking straight ahead.

“Good,” she said. “Put Arthur Cooley on a video call. Tell him it’s about the continuity of the Zenith Project. “I think he’ll have it.”

The man nodded, tapping his tablet. A moment later the screen set in the back of the seat lit up. A face appeared, puzzled and irritated. It was Arthur Cooley.

Haleigh?' he said, his face turning beetroot red. What the hell is this shit? You in a Barrett automobile? You were escorted out!

Haleigh brought up the termination email on her phone, angling it toward the camera.

Termination in violation of public policy," she said. “Hostile work environment. And don’t forget gender bias.”

Mr. Cooley laughed. A dry, contemptuous laugh. Sue us. Our lawyers are retained and they cost more than you will ever make in your entire life. You’ll be buried in paper for ten years.”

Haleigh didn’t stir. She showed the financial memorandum, which the camera fixed on the Chase Bank letterhead.

“I could sue,” she said quietly. “Or I could send this paper to the loan officer at Chase. I wonder what they’d think if they knew the lead architect on the collateral project just got canned and replaced by a gallery owner with zero construction experience.”

And just like that, Mr. Cooley’s face went white, as if a plug had been pulled.

"You wouldn't," he breathed.

“Test me,” Haleigh told him. “Then the bank hears about the instability and the loan goes south. If the loan fails, construction stops. Construction stops, the stock tanks.” She leaned back, crossing her legs. I want five million dollars. Money. Plus all performance bonuses earned to date on the Zenith Project. That’s my severance. That’s my hush money.
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“It’s blackmail!” "Mr. Cooley!" His voice was tinny over the loudspeakers. “you’re not worth that!”

Haleigh shrugged, pulling out her phone. "Okay. And while I'm up, I'll look up the number for the Wall Street Journal. “I bet they’d love a scoop on the Cooley family drama.”

Mr. Cooley looked at her in the screen. His chest was rising. He looked at the phone in her hand as if it were a loaded gun.

"Fine," he hissed between his teeth. “Righto.”

Wire transfer,” Haleigh said. “Sending your legal team the account number now. You have until the close of business. I’m sure a man of your position can get around the usual red tape for an emergency of this magnitude.” She leaned toward the camera. “And, Arthur—send a messenger to my old office to bring my personal effects. I wouldn’t want to set foot in that tower again.” 

She ended the call without waiting for a reply.  The screen went black. 

The chief of staff glanced over, a flicker of approval in his eyes.  “Well done.  The funds will be confirmed before we reach the estate.” 

“Pleasure doing business,” Haleigh murmured, turning to look out the window as the Manhattan skyline blurred past. 

She wasn’t just collecting a check.  She was drawing first blood. 

The Starbucks on the corner of 42nd Street was crowded and loud, the air thick with the smell of burnt coffee and sugary syrup. 

Haleigh sat at a small table in the back, sunglasses perched on her nose.  Across from her was Xavier Vance, the structural engineer she had hired three years ago — loyal, brilliant, and harboring a contempt for the Cooleys that nearly matched her own. 

“Did you get it?”  Xavier asked, keeping his voice low. 

Haleigh nodded and took a sip of her black coffee.  It was bitter and grounding. 

“The funds are in,” she confirmed.  “But that was just operating capital.  Now for the fun part.  How is our poison pill working?” 

Xavier scrolled through the PDF on his tablet and stopped, a grin spreading across his face. 

“She took the bait,” he said, barely containing his glee.  “Brylee tried to open the master project file this morning — the one you gave her.  The encryption virus triggered perfectly.  It didn’t delete anything, just as you designed.  Instead, it corrupted the file directories and cross-referenced every blueprint with outdated 2018 municipal codes.” 

“Exactly,” Haleigh said.  “It looks like a simple data migration error.  Plausible deniability.  She’ll have the IT department chasing ghosts for weeks.” 

“It gets better,” Xavier continued.  “She doesn’t know the files are corrupted, so she sent the primary structural plans to the steel fabricators.  They called me thirty minutes ago, absolutely furious.  The load-bearing calculations were for a ten-story building, not a ninety-story skyscraper.  They’ve halted all production.” 

“Make her re-negotiate everything,” Haleigh said.  “Bury her in paperwork.  Send a formal request for clarification citing the specific code violations.  CC the entire executive board and the legal department.” 

Xavier saluted mockingly.  “Consider it done, boss.”
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Two hours later, Haleigh was watching a live stream of the Cooley Enterprises Town Hall meeting on a secure server, settled into a leather armchair in the Barrett Estate’s library. 

Mr. Cooley stood on stage, sweating under the bright lights. 

“We are entering a new era,” he announced, his voice booming over the speakers.  “We thank Haleigh for her contributions.  And we welcome Brylee Franklin as the new head of Zenith.” 

Polite, confused applause rippled through the room. 

Brylee walked onto the stage as though accepting an Oscar, waving to the crowd. 

“As you can see,” Haleigh said to Hjalmer, who stood by the fireplace, “they’re projecting stability for the investors and the bank.  They have no idea the foundations are already rotten.” 

Brylee took the microphone, her voice brimming with false confidence.  “I know there are big shoes to fill, but I promise to take Zenith to heights Haleigh could only dream of.  I’ll make it better than she ever could.” 

“I’m sure you will,”  Haleigh whispered to the screen. 

Her phone buzzed.  A text from Xavier. 

Showtime. 

𝖡e 𝗽𝖺rt 𝘰𝗳 𝗈u𝘳 𝘤𝗈mm𝗎ո𝘪𝘁𝘆 o𝗻 𝘨𝘢𝗹𝘯𝗈𝗏𝗲𝘭s.𝖼𝘰𝗺  On the screen, Xavier — seated in the third row — raised his hand.  Cooley, wanting to appear transparent, reluctantly called on him. 

“Ms. Franklin,” Xavier said, his voice carrying clearly through the livestream.  “Xavier Vance, lead structural engineer.  We have a problem.  The steel shipment is on hold due to a catastrophic error in the spec sheets you sent this morning.  We need your signature on three hundred compliance forms to authorize a full review.  By five PM — or we default on our contract with the supplier.” 

Brylee’s smile faltered.  “What?  Can’t you just handle it?” 

“Legal requirement,” Xavier said innocently.  “The lead architect’s signature only.” 

Miles away, Haleigh watched as Brylee stood frozen under the stage lights, looking like a deer in headlights.  Gray rushed to the side of the stage, equally bewildered. 

Haleigh closed the laptop. 

The adrenaline faded into a dull, settling ache.  She rose and walked to the vast library window.  Outside, the manicured lawns of the Barrett Estate stretched toward the sea.  On a nearby bookshelf, a pair of tiny hand-stitched leather baby shoes sat on a velvet pedestal inside a glass display case — antiques, part of the Barrett collection. 

Her breath caught. 

She remembered the day the doctor told her she might never conceive.  She remembered the look on Gray’s face — not sorrow, but calculation. 

She pressed her fingertips to the cold glass of the window. 

Then she turned away.  The sadness was gone, replaced by the cold, hard resolve that had become her constant companion. 

The cardboard boxes were stacked high in the living room of the penthouse suite Haleigh now occupied in the Barrett Estate’s West Wing.  She folded a silk blouse and placed it gently into a carton labeled DONATE.  She was purging every last remnant of her old life. 

The intercom buzzed. 

“Ms. Oliver,” a security guard announced.  “You have a visitor.  A Ms. Brylee Franklin.  She is not on the approved list.  She’s at the main gate and refusing to leave.  She seems quite distressed.”
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Haleigh stopped. The guts. Somehow Brylee had found her here. She saw Brylee as a frantic mess on the security monitor, and a cruel satisfaction blossomed in her chest. She wanted to see this desperation, up close.

“Let her rise.” Haleigh’s voice was a cold, curious hum. But have someone wait in the hall.

A few minutes later the lift doors opened and Brylee stepped out looking wildly out of place in the opulent suite. She had a crumpled piece of paper in her hand. Her eyes were swollen red.

“Haleigh,” she snuffled. Thank God. “They nearly didn’t let me in.

Haleigh didn't come out to meet her. “What do you want Brylee? “Come gloat over the office?”

"No," Brylee sobbed. She walked into the living room and flopped down on a snow-white couch. “Liam.” “He’s not returning my calls.”

The barman Brylee had been out with for two weeks last summer. The easy scapegoat.

Brylee cried, brandishing the paper. “He says the baby isn’t his. A fake paternity test result, of course. ‘He called me a whore, Haleigh. “I don’t know what to do.

Haleigh observed the performance. That was impressive. If she had not known the truth, she might have been brokenhearted for her friend.

“That’s awful,” Haleigh said flatly. She removed her glass of red wine from the coffee table.

Brylee looked up through her lashes, “I want money for a private hospital. Grey told me you got a fat severance cheque. Would you lend me some? Just until I get my feet under?

The sheer balls were breathtaking. She was asking Haleigh to pay for the birth of the baby of Haleigh’s own husband.

“Ya know,” said Haleigh, swirling the wine in her glass, “I really hate liars.

“I am not lying! “Brylee insisted.

“I hate women who play victim when they’re holding the knife,” Haleigh continued.

She walked over to the sofa.

“Haleigh?” Brylee sensed the shift in the air, and asked,

Haleigh snapped her wrist.

The red wine shot through the air, slapping straight in to Brylee’s face.

Brylee screamed and jumped up. Dark liquid dripped from her chin, blooming purple stains on her white blouse.

“Are you mad?” Brylee shrieked.

“Get outta my house!” Haleigh screamed. She grabbed Brylee by the shoulders and pushed her toward the lift. “Quit crying over a man who doesn’t want you! “Have some self-respect!”

She snatched her hand back and slapped Brylee across the face. Tough.

The sound shattered through the cavernous apartment like a gunshot.

Brylee took a step back, hand to her cheek, looking stunned.

The front door flew open. Not Grey. Two Barrett security guards sprinted over, alerted by the shouting.

You all right, ma’am? One of them asked, his hand on his sidearm.

Haleigh whirled around. She was already in tears. She played to a different crowd now.

“That bloody Liam made her pregnant!” Haleigh wailed, pointing to Brylee. And he abandoned her! She came here looking for money and when I offered her a shelter she got violent!
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The guards eyed Brylee, wine-soaked and clutching her reddened cheek. Then they looked at Haleigh, crying her eyes out. They saw the intruder and the penthouse dweller.

Brylee’s eyes widened in rage. She knew precisely what Haleigh was doing—but she could not say anything. Arguing would only make her look more unbalanced.

“I’m okay,” Brylee hissed at the guards. I’m outta here.

"Please take Ms Franklin out of the building," Haleigh said wiping her eyes. “And make sure she knows she’s not welcome back.”

Brylee was marched out, leaving a trail of red wine drops on the marble floor.

Haleigh watched as the lift doors closed. She got out a tissue and wiped her face. Her face was dry, and chilled. There was no Grey to tease, no act to uphold. There was only the cool, satisfying fact of her new power.

The secure video conference room at Barrett Holdings was full of ionised air and new technology. The glow of a dozen laptop screens was reflected in the dark wood table.

Twelve people sat around the table, each in his own video window—the core team of the Zenith Project. Engineers, junior architects, site supervisors. They looked sober. They thought it was a farewell call.

Only Haleigh was actually in the room, seated at the head of the table. She lifted a glass of champagne.

“Here’s to the last three years,” she said.

All raised their own glasses or coffee mugs. They murmured agreement.

Haleigh nodded to her new aide. The assistant set up a sequence of secure wire transfers. A moment later, all twelve video windows pinged a notification.

Haleigh’s old assistant, Wendy, gasped.

"Haleigh," she said quietly. “This is... this is ten thousand.”

The others checked their accounts and the chat filled with stunned messages.

“Cooley Enterprises just cut your bonus,” Haleigh said. “I’m paying them out of my own pocket. “Out of my own pocket.

Xavier said, “You don’t have to do this.”

“Yes, I do,” Haleigh replied. “You deserve it. I look after my people.

Her eyes darted around the virtual room, making contact with each of them through the camera.

“One thing I want to ask you,” she said.

They all leaned forward.

“Be safe,” Haleigh said. The new management is inexperienced. There will be errors. Hazardous errors. Write it all out. Every email. Every change order. Every corner cut.”

She stopped. And if you see anything, tell me. Use the secure channel we've set up.”

“You want us to spy?” asked a young drafter.

“I want you to live,” Haleigh said. “But yeah. “I need to know when the ship begins to sink.”

Wendy lifted her glass. “To Haleigh.

“Hail Haleigh!” the team’s voice boomed through the speakers.

The phone went dead. Haleigh stepped out on the balcony and looked out over the city. The air was crisp and cold.

Her phone vibrated. Note from Wendy on the secure app.

Brylee was crying in the bathroom today. She couldn't work out the vendor portal. Locked herself out of system 3 times. Oh, and she approved the new steel specs without even reading them. The change you had me change back to the original specs.

Haleigh grinned. “Okay. “Keep me posted.
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Chapter 16
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A sleek black helicopter landed on the nearby rooftop helipad. The door opened.

“Ms Oliver,” the pilot called. “Mr. Barrett’s ready for your site.

"Which one?" she asked, heading for the chopper.

“Long Island,” said the pilot. “The Barrett Estate.

As the helicopter lifted off she leaned back. Tonight she had bought loyalty. It was an investment that would yield dividends of disorder.

The city lights blurred below him. She was walking into the lion’s den. She was about to meet the man everyone called a monster. But Haleigh didn’t fear monsters after three years with Grey and Brylee.

She was afraid of those who smiled.

The cab stopped in front of the great iron gates of the Barrett Estate, but Haleigh did not get out. Not yet.

She had the driver let her off a block away. Waiting there, was a nondescript grey Toyota Camry, a rental she’d set up earlier.

Read without interruptions and distractions. 𝘤o𝗅

She got in, tossed her heels onto the passenger seat and pulled on a pair of trainers. She pulled a baseball cap down over her eyes.

Wendy texted, “They’re meeting with Chen. The concrete supplier The one that uses substandard materials. 9 p.m. A private room in the Knickerbocker.

Haleigh drove back into town, parking across from the luxury hotel and shutting off the lights.

She waited.

Gray’s Porsche showed up at 8:55 p.m.

He climbed out, glancing around nervously. He tried to blend in with a hoodie, but it only made him look more suspicious. He opened the door for a fare. Brylee stepped out in a trench coat, belted at the waist.

Haleigh lifted her camera. The telephoto lens whined and focused.

Click. Click. Click.

Grey touched the small of her back and kissed her cheek. And then he hurried her to the side entrance of the hotel.

Haleigh didn't dwell on the kiss. She was watching the man standing in the shadows of the door, Mr. Chen, a man infamous in the construction industry for skimping on work and falsifying compliance reports.

Click.

This is the picture that was taken. Evidence of the conspiracy to use substandard materials on the Zenith Project.

They walked in. Haleigh waited for an hour. They came out and Mr. Chen was shaking Gray's hand with a smug look on his face.

They climbed in the car again. Haleigh went after him.

They didn’t go back to the Cooley flat. They rode to the Four Seasons.

Haleigh watched from the street as the valet took the Porsche and Grey and Brylee walked into the lobby arm-in-arm. She pulled up in the rental and extracted her phone, opening the encrypted app to contact the private investigator Hjalmer had assigned to her.

They're at the Four Seasons. What’s your room number.

Within a minute came a reply—the suite number, then a single question. Do you want me to make the call?
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