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Scarlett POV

The Woman on the Stage

“I will pay three times the price.”

The hall went dead silent.

Not quiet.

Dead.

The kind of silence that made even bad men remember they could bleed.

I stood on the small black stage with my wrists tied in front of me, my bare feet cold against the polished floor. The lights burned my eyes. My throat hurt from old damage and new fear. My dress was torn at the side. My red hair hung over one side of my face, hiding the scar they had tried to sell as a defect.

Damaged.

That was what they called me.

Damaged model.

Damaged woman.

Damaged goods.

I lifted my head slowly and looked toward the man who had spoken.

At first, all I saw was a black suit.

Then broad shoulders.

Then a cold, beautiful face I had once pulled from a river.

Ivan Duncan.

My heart stopped so hard it felt like death.

No.

Not him.

Not here.

Not now.

A man near the front laughed. He wore a white dinner jacket and a ring big enough to buy a town. “Three times?” he said. “For her? Are you sure, Duncan? She is damaged goods.”

The words had not finished leaving his mouth when a body moved beside Ivan.

Fast.

Clean.

Silent.

The man in the white jacket hit the floor before he could scream. His chair fell backward. Glass broke. Someone gasped. Someone else cursed under his breath.

Ivan did not look down at him.

He only fixed his cold eyes on the room.

“Anyone else have something to say?”

No one moved.

I heard my mother breathe somewhere in the shadows.

Ivan gave one small nod. “Good.”

My knees shook, but I locked them. I would not fall. Not for these men. Not for my mother. Not for Ivan Duncan.

The auctioneer cleared his throat. “Mr. Duncan, this is a private sale. There are rules.”

Ivan’s eyes moved to him.

The auctioneer went pale.

“Rules?” Ivan asked.

“Sir, I mean only—”

Ivan took one step forward.

The men in the room shifted back as if one step from him could cut them.

“I know your rules,” Ivan said. “I know who owns the doors. I know who paid the guards. I know which judge protects this place. I know which police captain pretends this club does not exist.” His voice stayed calm. That made it worse. “Now here is my rule. She leaves with me.”

The auctioneer swallowed. “The family signed papers.”

My mother stepped into the light then.

Elaine Hart.

Perfect pearls. Perfect hair. Perfect lie of a face.

“She is my daughter,” my mother said, like the word daughter did not rot in her mouth. “I have the legal right to make decisions for her. Scarlett has been unstable for years.”

I tried to speak.

Nothing came out.

Only air.

Only pain.

Ivan’s gaze found my throat.

Something changed in his face.

Not softness.

Never that.

Something darker.

“What did you do to her voice?” he asked.

My mother smiled in that small, sad way she used when cameras were near. “She hurt herself. Scarlett has always been dramatic.”

I shook my head.

The rope scratched my wrists.

Ivan saw it.

His jaw tightened.

“Untie her,” he said.

The auctioneer lifted both hands. “Payment first.”

Ivan did not blink. “You think I came here without buying the building?”

The room changed again.

A few men looked toward the doors.

My mother’s smile fell.

The auctioneer stared at him. “What?”

Ivan turned slightly. “I bought the company that owns the land. I bought the debt attached to this club. I bought the security firm outside. And thirty seconds ago, every account tied to this auction was frozen.”

“You cannot do that,” my mother snapped.

Ivan looked at her.

My mother stopped speaking.

He said, “I just did.”

One of the men at the back stood too fast. “I am leaving.”

Ivan did not look at him. “Sit down.”

The man sat.

I wanted to hate the way the room obeyed him.

I wanted to hate the rush of relief that moved through me.

But I remembered the river.

Rain. Blood. His hand in mine. His breath gone. My arms under his shoulders as I dragged him through mud and black water.

I remembered him opening his eyes.

I remembered him whispering, “Who are you?”

I remembered saying, “Nobody.”

I remembered him touching my wrist with shaking fingers and giving me his watch.

“I will find you,” he had said.

He did find me.

Years too late.

After the scars.

After the silence.

After the world called me liar.

Ivan walked toward the stage.

Two guards moved as if to stop him. His men stepped from the walls before the guards made it two feet. I had not seen them before. No one had. That was the kind of power Ivan had now. Invisible until it wanted to be seen.

He reached the steps.

My mother moved in front of him. “Ivan, wait. You do not understand what she has become.”

He looked down at her. “Move.”

“She will ruin you.”

“She already did.”

The words cut through me.

I hated that they hurt.

My mother’s eyes flashed. “Then why are you here?”

Ivan looked past her, straight at me.

“Because she is mine.”

My stomach twisted.

No.

No, no, no.

I shook my head once.

His eyes dropped to the rope around my wrists.

“Not like that,” he said quietly, as if I had spoken. “Never like that.”

The auctioneer hurried up the side steps with shaking hands and a small knife. Ivan took the knife from him.

“I will do it.”

His voice left no room for argument.

He came closer.

I stepped back.

Pain shot through my ankle. I almost fell, but I caught myself.

Ivan froze.

“Scarlett,” he said.

My name in his mouth sounded like a sin.

I shook my head again.

He stopped one step away from me and lowered his voice. “I am not here to hurt you.”

I wanted to laugh.

No sound came.

My throat burned.

I lifted my tied hands and touched two fingers to my chest. Then I pointed at him.

You already did.

His eyes darkened.

“I know,” he said.

The hall watched us like we were part of the show.

I looked past him and saw my mother’s face.

Anger.

Fear.

Not shame.

Never shame.

She was not sorry she sold me.

She was only sorry Ivan had outbid the monsters.

Ivan lifted the knife slowly. “May I?”

May I.

Those two words almost broke me.

Not because they fixed anything.

They did not.

But no one had asked me anything in so long.

I stared at the knife. Then at his hand. His hands were bigger than I remembered. Stronger. A billionaire’s hands now, smooth but dangerous. The hands of a man who signed contracts that broke families and held power like a weapon.

I gave one stiff nod.

He cut the rope.

The fibers loosened and fell from my wrists.

My skin was red and raw.

Ivan reached for me, then stopped himself.

Good.

He had learned one thing.

“Can you walk?” he asked.

I lifted my chin.

Yes.

I took one step.

My ankle gave out.

Ivan caught me before I hit the floor.

His arm went around my waist. My hand landed against his chest. His heart was beating hard. Too hard for a man who looked so cold.

For one breath, I was back at the river.

His body heavy against mine.

His blood on my fingers.

His voice in my ear.

Stay with me.

Then I remembered another voice.

A woman’s voice.

Smooth. Cruel. Expensive.

Celeste.

“She used you, Ivan. Scarlett Hart sells whatever men are willing to buy.”

I pushed Ivan away.

He let me go at once.

Pain tore through my ankle again, but I stayed on my feet.

Ivan’s eyes searched my face. “Scarlett.”

I turned from him and looked at the auctioneer. He held a tablet in one hand. The screen still showed my picture.

Scarlett Hart. Age forty-one. Former model. No active family protection. Voice damaged. Scarred but visually valuable. Suitable for private ownership.

My stomach rolled.

Ivan saw the screen.

He took the tablet from the auctioneer and read it.

The room waited.

Ivan’s face did not change, but the air around him did.

“You wrote this?” he asked.

The auctioneer licked his lips. “It is only a sales profile.”

Ivan nodded once. “Say that again.”

“Mr. Duncan—”

“Say it again.”

The man looked at my mother for help.

She said nothing.

The auctioneer whispered, “A sales profile.”

Ivan handed the tablet to the man beside him. “Find everyone who touched this file.”

“Yes, sir,” his man said.

“And the family signatures?”

“Already copied.”

My mother’s face went white.

Ivan looked at her. “You should have burned your hands before you signed her away.”

My mother lifted her chin. “Do not act like a saint. You threw her away first.”

The words hit the hall like a glass dropped on stone.

Ivan went still.

I could not breathe.

My mother smiled again, a small cruel smile now. “Did she not tell you? Of course she did not. Poor Scarlett. Always pretending she was the victim.”

Ivan turned his head toward me.

I looked away.

He knew.

He knew exactly what she meant.

Years ago, when the scandal broke, when my face appeared on every screen, when they said I had betrayed him, sold secrets, slept with his rival, and run with dirty money, Ivan Duncan had not saved me.

He had sent one message.

One.

Do not contact me again.

That message had ruined more than my heart.

It had told the world I was guilty.

It had told every brand, every magazine, every friend, every man who wanted to use me that I had no protection.

My mother stepped closer. “She was already ruined before tonight, Ivan. I only found a way to clear family debt.”

I looked at her then.

My own mother.

The woman who once brushed my red hair before my first runway show.

The woman who cried when I bought her a house.

The woman who signed me into a room full of monsters.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Ivan spoke for me, and I hated that I needed it.

“She is not your debt payment.”

“She is my daughter.”

Ivan’s voice dropped. “Not after tonight.”

A door opened at the back of the hall.

Everyone turned.

A woman entered in a silver dress, shining like a blade.

Celeste Arden-Duncan.

Ivan’s ex-wife.

The woman who had once smiled at me across a ballroom and whispered, “Girls like you do not keep men like him.”

She walked through the ruined auction room as if she had been invited to dinner.

“Ivan,” she said softly. “You have made a terrible mess.”

Ivan did not move. “Celeste.”

My chest tightened.

Of course she was here.

Of course.

This was not just an auction.

This was a trap.

Celeste looked at me from head to toe. Her red mouth curved.

“Scarlett Hart,” she said. “Still alive. How inconvenient.”

Ivan’s hand closed into a fist.

Celeste noticed. She always noticed everything.

“Careful,” she said. “You are still married to your temper, even if you divorced me.”

A few men laughed nervously.

Ivan did not.

Celeste came closer to the stage. “You cannot take her home. Think of the company. Think of the board. Think of the press. A billionaire heir buying a broken former model from an illegal auction? They will eat you alive.”

Ivan said, “Let them choke.”

Celeste’s eyes sharpened. “And what will you call her? Your charity case? Your mistress? Your midlife mistake?”

His answer came at once.

“My wife.”

The word struck me harder than any hand.

The hall blurred.

I shook my head.

Ivan turned to me, and for the first time that night, I saw fear in his eyes.

Not fear of the men.

Not fear of the scandal.

Fear of me.

“Scarlett,” he said, low enough that only I could hear. “It is the only way to get you out under my full protection.”

I wanted my voice back just so I could scream at him.

Wife?

His wife?

After he believed Celeste?

After he let my world burn?

Celeste laughed softly. “How romantic. But there is a problem, Ivan.”

He did not look at her. “There always is with you.”

“She belongs to her family by court order. Her mother filed for control after Scarlett’s breakdown.” Celeste tilted her head. “Unless, of course, Scarlett can speak for herself.”

My mother’s smile returned.

My throat closed.

Ivan looked at me.

So did everyone else.

Speak.

That was what their eyes said.

Speak, damaged girl.

Save yourself.

Prove you are human.

I pressed a hand to my throat.

Pain pulsed under my fingers.

Ivan stepped in front of me, blocking them all.

“She does not have to speak to be heard,” he said.

Celeste’s smile faded a little.

Ivan looked at his lawyer, a gray-haired man near the side door. “File emergency protection. File criminal complaints. File against Elaine Hart, Trent Kessler, every buyer in this room, and every shell company tied to Celeste.”

Celeste’s face changed.

There it was.

Fear.

Small, but real.

“You should be careful,” she said. “You do not know what I still own.”

Ivan finally looked at her. “I know what you think you own.”

Then he turned back to me.

His voice changed again.

Softer.

Still dangerous, but not at me.

“Scarlett, I can carry you out, or you can walk beside me. Your choice.”

My choice.

Such simple words.

Such cruel words.

Because choice after a cage felt like a trick.

I looked at Celeste. She wanted me weak.

I looked at my mother. She wanted me sold.

I looked at the men in the hall. They wanted me afraid.

Then I looked at Ivan Duncan.

He wanted me.

That was the most dangerous thing of all.

But the door was behind him.

Freedom was behind him.

Revenge was behind him.

I held out my hand.

Ivan looked at it like I had placed a crown in his palm.

He took my hand gently.

Too gently.

Like I was glass.

I hated that too.

I walked down the stage steps beside him. My ankle screamed. My body shook. But I did not let him carry me.

The hall parted for us.

Celeste spoke as we passed her.

“She will never forgive you.”

Ivan stopped.

My hand was still in his.

“No,” he said. “She should not.”

The answer made my heart twist.

Celeste looked at me. “And when Gabriel Hunt finds out? Do you think he will let you keep her?”

Ivan’s grip tightened for half a second.

Gabriel.

The only man who had helped me when Ivan broke me.

The only man who had never asked for more than I could give.

The safer man.

Ivan looked down at me.

Now he knew.

There was someone else.

Good.

Let it hurt.

I pulled my hand free from his.

Then I lifted both hands and signed slowly, even though I was not sure he knew the words.

You came too late.

Ivan stared at my hands.

Then my face.

“I know,” he said.

I walked past him toward the door.

Behind me, my mother shouted, “Scarlett! You walk out with him, and you are no daughter of mine.”

I stopped.

For years, those words would have broken me.

Tonight, they gave me strength.

I turned back.

I could not speak.

So I smiled.

Then I walked out.

Ivan followed me into the cold night, into the sound of sirens, into a storm of cameras, guns, and shouting men.

“Mr. Duncan!” someone yelled. “Did you buy Scarlett Hart?”

“Is she your mistress?”

“Is this revenge against your ex-wife?”

“Scarlett, did your family sell you?”

Ivan moved in front of me.

I grabbed his sleeve.

He looked down.

I shook my head.

Do not hide me.

His eyes held mine for one long second.

Then he stepped beside me instead of in front of me.

The cameras flashed.

The world saw my scars.

My torn dress.

My bloodied wrists.

My red hair.

My silence.

Ivan lifted his head and faced them all.

“Her name is Scarlett Hart,” he said. “And anyone who calls her damaged will answer to me.”

A reporter shouted, “What is she to you?”

Ivan looked at me.

I hated him.

I remembered him.

I needed him.

I feared him.

His voice cut through the night.

“She is the woman I should have chosen first.”

The cameras exploded again.

And for the first time in years, I wished I could speak.

Not to thank him.

Not to forgive him.

Only to tell him the truth.

Choosing me now did not erase the night he chose her.
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Ivan POV

The Man She Saved

The cameras flashed so hard they turned the night white.

“Mr. Duncan!”

“Did you buy her?”

“Scarlett, look this way!”

“Is this revenge against Celeste?”

Scarlett’s hand was cold in mine. Too cold. Her fingers shook, but she did not hide behind me. She stood beside me with her chin lifted, her torn dress moving in the wind, her red hair blowing across the scar on her cheek.

I wanted to put my coat around her.

I wanted to carry her.

I wanted to cover every bruise with my hands and tell the world to close its filthy eyes.

But when I moved even one inch closer, she stiffened.

So I stopped.

That small stop almost killed me.

A man pushed through the line of reporters with a camera in his hand. “Scarlett, did your mother sell you?”

She flinched.

I stepped toward him before I could stop myself.

My head of security, Ronan, caught my arm. “Sir.”

The reporter stepped back fast.

I smiled at him without warmth. “Ask her that again, and you will spend the rest of your career photographing parking tickets.”

His mouth closed.

Scarlett looked at me.

Not with thanks.

With warning.

Her eyes said, Do not speak for me.

I looked at her mouth. It did not move. It could not. The damage there was deeper than I had known. I had seen fear before. I had caused fear. I had paid for fear. But the silence in Scarlett’s throat had a shape. It sat between us like a knife.

Ronan opened the door of the armored SUV. “We need to move.”

“No police,” I said.

“Already handled. Our people are delaying them at the east gate.”

“Elaine?”

“Contained.”

“Celeste?”

Ronan’s jaw moved. “Gone.”

Of course she was gone.

My ex-wife knew how to walk into a fire, smile, and leave before the smoke touched her dress.

Scarlett heard the name. Her hand pulled from mine as if my skin had burned her.

“Scarlett,” I said.

She took a step back.

Her ankle gave.

I caught her by the waist before she fell. The second my hand touched her, she fought me. Her elbow hit my ribs. Her palm shoved my chest. She made no sound, but the violence of her panic screamed louder than any voice.

“Let go!” I said to myself more than to her.

I released her at once.

She stumbled but stayed upright.

The reporters shouted again.

“Did he hurt you?”

“Scarlett, are you afraid of him?”

“Mr. Duncan, is she your wife?”

That last question stayed in the air.

Wife.

The word I had used like a weapon inside that hall.

A shield, I told myself.

A shield.

But Scarlett’s face told me it had landed like a chain.

I looked at her. “I will not touch you unless you let me.”

Her throat moved.

Nothing came out.

She lifted one shaking hand, pointed to the SUV, then to herself, then held up one finger.

Alone.

I understood. My chest tightened.

“You want to sit alone?”

She nodded once.

Ronan said, “Sir, that is not safe.”

I turned on him.

He went quiet.

I opened the back door myself and stepped away. “Get in. No one will sit beside you.”

Scarlett stared at me, waiting for the trick.

“There is no trick,” I said.

Her eyes flashed. She hated that I could read her even now.

Good.

Let her hate me.

Hate meant she was still alive.

She climbed into the SUV slowly. Her hand gripped the doorframe. Her face went pale, but she did not let me help. Once she was in, she pressed herself against the far side, as far from me as the seat allowed.

I closed the door and looked at Ronan. “You drive. I will sit in front.”

“Sir—”

“Front.”

He nodded.

I took the passenger seat. The glass between the front and back was dark but not fully black. I could see her outline in the mirror. She sat stiffly with both hands in her lap. Her wrists were marked from rope. My hands curled into fists.

The SUV pulled away from the private club.

Behind us, the auction house burned with light, police sirens, and men who had never believed consequences could reach them.

Tonight, they learned my name still meant something.

But the woman in the back seat had learned the opposite years ago.

She had called me a liar without a voice.

She was right.

Ronan drove through the private road toward the highway. “Medical team is waiting at the estate.”

“No hospital?”

“Not unless you order it. Doctor Bell is already there. Full trauma setup. Female nurse. No press.”

“Good.”

In the mirror, Scarlett’s head moved slightly.

I turned halfway, slow enough not to startle her. “A doctor is waiting. A woman. She will not touch you unless you agree.”

Scarlett watched me.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and unlocked it. “Use this.”

Ronan glanced at me.

I ignored him and held the phone over my shoulder without turning fully.

For a long second, nothing happened.

Then the phone left my hand.

Her fingers brushed mine.

It was nothing.

It was everything.

I faced forward and listened to her type. Each soft tap of the screen felt like judgment.

The phone came back over the seat.

I took it.

On the screen were five words.

You came too late.

My throat closed.

Ronan kept his eyes on the road.

I read the words again.

You came too late.

There were a thousand answers a man could give. Excuses. Explanations. Rage. Promises. All of them were worthless.

“Yes,” I said.

The phone shook in my hand.

I turned enough to meet her eyes. “I did.”

She took the phone back.

More typing.

This time the words were longer.

You believed her.

I stared at the screen.

Celeste’s name was not there, but it filled the car.

My ex-wife. My mistake. My poison in diamonds.

“I did,” I said.

Scarlett’s face changed.

Not because she was shocked.

Because she had expected me to deny it.

I almost wished I could. I almost wished I could tell her I had never doubted her, never read Celeste’s files, never signed that message, never let my lawyers bury her name with cold, careful words.

But I had done all of it.

I had been young enough to be proud and old enough to know better.

Scarlett typed again.

You chose your wife.

I looked at the ring finger of my left hand. Empty now. Celeste had worn my name for seven years, then taken my money, my board votes, and a piece of my peace in the divorce. But Scarlett had owned the part of me no court could divide.

Still, I had chosen wrong.

“She was my wife,” I said. “But you were the truth.”

Scarlett laughed without sound.

It was the cruelest sound I had ever not heard.

She typed with sharper hits.

Truth does not matter after ruin.

I closed my eyes.

The SUV moved onto the highway. The city lights broke across the windshield. Somewhere behind us, Elaine Hart was calling lawyers. Celeste was calling the board. The men in that auction room were calling men even worse than themselves.

And Scarlett Hart sat behind me with rope burns on her wrists because I had failed to find her until someone else tried to sell her.

“Do you remember the river?” I asked.

Ronan’s hands tightened on the wheel. He knew that story. Not all of it. No one knew all of it.

Scarlett did not type.

But in the mirror, her eyes lifted.

I took that as permission, or maybe I stole it because I was weak.

“I remember the rain first,” I said. “I remember cold water in my mouth. I remember trying to move and not being able to. Then I remember your hair. Red against all that black water.”

Her face turned away.

I kept going because if I stopped, I would lose the courage to tell the truth.

“I thought you were fire. That is what I remember thinking. I thought death had come dressed as fire.”

The phone tapped once.

Dramatic.

A laugh broke from my chest. It was rough and small and wrong for the night.

“Maybe,” I said. “But I was half dead.”

She typed again.

You were heavy.

This time the laugh hurt. “I was drowning.”

You were still heavy.

I looked back at her.

For one second, the past opened.

Not clean. Not sweet. But alive.

She had dragged me from the river that night with mud on her face and terror in her eyes. She had slapped my cheek when I stopped breathing. She had cursed at me. Then she had cried when I coughed up water.

I had been thirty-two, drunk on power, engaged to Celeste in all but papers, and bleeding from a head wound after a staged accident.

Scarlett had been twenty-eight, famous, beautiful, and brave enough to save a stranger when every other car drove past.

“You called me an arrogant corpse,” I said.

Her fingers paused over the phone.

Then she typed.

You acted like one.

“I asked who you were.”

You asked if your watch survived.

“It was expensive.”

She looked at me then.

Her eyes were cold, but there was life there.

I deserved the cold.

I lived for the life.

“I gave it to you,” I said.

Her hand moved to her wrist before she caught herself.

I saw it.

So did she.

My heart slammed against my ribs.

“You kept it?”

She turned her face to the window.

I almost asked again.

I did not.

I had lost the right to demand answers from her.

Ronan slowed as we approached a private gate. Duncan estate guards stepped from the booth, saw the car, and opened at once. Beyond the gates, the long road curved through dark trees toward the Newport house.

The estate rose ahead like a stone beast above the water.

Scarlett leaned forward enough to see it.

Not impressed.

Wary.

I knew what she saw. Walls. Gates. Guards. Another rich man’s cage.

“This is not a prison,” I said.

She typed.

Then why gates?

“To keep people out.”

Her eyes met mine in the mirror.

And keep me in?

“No,” I said at once. “Never.”

Her fingers moved again.

Men like you say never when they mean until.

The words hit deep because they were true.

I had said never before.

I will never let anyone hurt you.

I will never believe lies about you.

I will find you.

I had broken every vow before I ever put a ring on her finger.

The SUV stopped under the front portico. The doors opened. Security moved in a clean, quiet line. Doctor Bell stood at the top of the steps with Nurse Mara beside her. Both women. Both already warned.

I got out first and moved far enough away from the back door.

Ronan opened it.

Scarlett looked at the house, then at me.

“Doctor Bell,” I said. “Nurse Mara. They will examine you only if you agree. You can choose any room. You can leave. You can call Gabriel Hunt if you want.”

Her face changed so fast I almost missed it.

But I did not miss it.

Gabriel.

There he was.

The other man.

The safer man.

The man Celeste had thrown between us like a knife.

Scarlett looked at my phone still in her hand.

I held out my palm. “Keep it.”

She frowned.

“Until you get your own,” I said. “Call him. Call anyone. Call a lawyer. Call the police if you think I am lying.”

She looked down at the phone.

Then she typed.

You hate his name.

I read it and forced myself to breathe.

“Yes.”

Her brow lifted.

I said, “But that is my problem, not yours.”

Something flickered in her eyes.

Not trust.

Not yet.

Maybe surprise.

That was enough for now.

She stepped out of the car.

Her ankle failed again.

I did not catch her.

Every instinct in me roared. My body moved half an inch before I stopped it. Nurse Mara stepped forward instead.

“May I help you?” Mara asked.

Scarlett nodded after a moment.

Mara gave her an arm. Scarlett took it.

I stood there with useless hands and watched another person help the woman I would have burned cities to carry.

Doctor Bell spoke softly. “Ms. Hart, I have a private room ready. No men inside unless you ask. We can look at your throat, wrists, ankle, and any other injuries. You can stop us at any time.”

Scarlett pointed to the house, then made a writing motion.

Mara looked at me.

I said, “Give her paper. Pens. A tablet. Anything she wants.”

Scarlett typed on my phone and showed it to Doctor Bell.

No drugs that make me sleep.

Doctor Bell nodded. “No sedatives unless you ask for them.”

No locked doors.

“No locked doors.”

No photos.

“Never.”

Scarlett looked at me then.

I said, “Any staff member who takes one picture of you loses their job, their pension, and every peaceful day after that.”

Doctor Bell’s mouth tightened. “That will not happen.”

I believed her.

Scarlett walked inside with Mara and Doctor Bell.

I did not follow.

That was the hardest thing I had done in years.

Ronan came to stand beside me. “You need to know something.”

“Say it.”

“Celeste is already moving.”

“Of course she is.”

“She called two board members before we reached the highway.”

I looked toward the closed front door. “Let her.”

“She is saying Scarlett was purchased with Duncan funds.”

“She was not.”

“She is saying your mental state is unstable.”

I smiled. “She used that in the divorce too.”

“She is also saying Gabriel Hunt has prior claim.”

My jaw tightened before I could hide it.

Ronan saw.

Smart man that he was, he did not comment.

“What kind of claim?” I asked.

“Emotional. Legal, maybe. He paid for some of her care after the first attack. There may be medical authority documents.”

I looked at him. “Find out.”

“Already started.”

“And Elaine Hart?”

“In custody of our legal team, not police. She is screaming about rights.”

“She sold her daughter.”

“She says Scarlett signed papers.”

“She could not speak.”

“She says Scarlett was mentally unwell.”

My hands curled again. “Find the doctor who signed that.”

“We are looking.”

“Look harder.”

Ronan nodded and walked off.

I stayed outside long after the car was gone and the wind cut through my suit.

Through the window, I could see movement upstairs. A woman’s shadow. Scarlett’s, maybe. Or Mara’s. The house had never felt so large. So useless.

A phone rang behind me.

Not mine.

My private line.

Ronan stepped back out and held it up. “Celeste.”

I took the phone. “You left fast.”

Celeste laughed softly. “And you stayed for the broken girl. Still sentimental under all that ice.”

“Say what you want.”

“You made a mistake tonight.”

“No. I corrected one.”

“You cannot correct death, Ivan.”

“She is alive.”

“For now.”

My blood went still. “Careful.”

“No, you be careful,” Celeste said. “You dragged her out in front of cameras. You called her yours. You think that protects her? It marks her. Every enemy you have now knows exactly where to press.”

I looked up at the house.

“She was already marked,” I said. “By you.”

A pause.

Then a sigh. “Still blaming me because your river girl lied?”

“She did not lie.”

“You used to be smarter.”

“I used to be married to you. Do not confuse that with intelligence.”

Her voice hardened. “The board will meet by morning. If you use company resources for this mess, they will remove you.”

“Let them try.”

“Ivan, listen to me. I can still help you. Send Scarlett to a private clinic. Announce trauma. Announce confusion. Say you acted under pressure. I will stand beside you. I will help clean it.”

There it was.

The old offer.

The old trap.

Celeste did not want a husband. She wanted a throne, and I was the chair she liked best.

“You are not standing beside me again,” I said.

Her laugh turned bitter. “No. You would rather stand beside a woman who belongs to Gabriel Hunt.”

I closed my eyes.

“Does she?” Celeste asked sweetly. “Did she tell you how long he hid her? Did she tell you how he touched her? Did she tell you he was the one she called when her face was bleeding and you were in my bed?”

My grip tightened around the phone until the glass creaked.

Celeste whispered, “There he is. The jealous man. I missed him.”

“You know what I miss?” I asked.

“What?”

“The day before I met you.”

I ended the call.

For a second, I wanted to throw the phone against the stone wall. Instead, I handed it back to Ronan.

“She wants me angry,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Do not let me become useful to her.”

Ronan nodded. “Understood.”

The front door opened.

Nurse Mara stepped out. “Mr. Duncan?”

My heart moved before I did. “Is she all right?”

“She has bruised ribs, rope burns, a sprained ankle, and signs of old throat trauma. Doctor Bell wants a specialist here by morning.”

“And Scarlett?”

“She refuses the main suite. She wants the smallest room with a window and two exits.”

“Give it to her.”

“She also asked for you.”

I stopped breathing.

Mara’s face remained calm. “Not inside. In the hall.”

I went in.

The house was too bright. Too polished. Too rich. I hated every inch of it because I saw it through Scarlett’s eyes now. Marble floors. Tall walls. Oil paintings of dead Duncan men who had bought law, land, and loyalty. A palace built by people who believed money made sins disappear.

Mara led me to the east wing.

The door to a small guest room stood open. Scarlett sat on the edge of the bed in gray sweats and a loose white shirt. Her red hair was damp around her face. The scar on her cheek looked less hidden now. She held my phone in one hand and a pen in the other.

I stopped at the doorway.

“You asked for me?”

She wrote on a notepad and turned it toward me.

I want Gabriel.

There it was.

Four words.

No blood.

No gun.

Still, they opened me clean.

I nodded. “I will call him.”

Her eyes searched my face, maybe waiting for anger.

I gave her none.

I deserved to feel it.

I did not deserve to show it.

“Do you know his number?” I asked.

She looked at the phone.

Of course she did.

She typed it and held the phone out.

I did not step inside. I leaned forward and took it from her open palm.

The number was already on the screen.

Gabriel Hunt.

No title. No last call date. Just his name sitting in my phone like a man standing in my house.

I pressed call.

It rang once.

A man answered, voice sharp and awake. “Scarlett?”

I looked at her.

Her eyes filled, but she did not cry.

“No,” I said. “Ivan Duncan.”

Silence.

Then Gabriel’s voice turned colder than winter water. “Where is she?”

“With me.”

“If you touched her—”

“I pulled her out of an auction.”

Another silence.

Then, lower, “Is she alive?”

“Yes.”

“Can she hear me?”

I held the phone out toward Scarlett.

She did not take it.

She only stared at the screen.

I put it on speaker and set it on the small table outside her door.

Gabriel’s voice changed at once. Softer. “Red?”

The nickname hit me hard.

Scarlett’s hand went to her mouth.

Gabriel said, “Tap once if you can hear me.”

Scarlett reached out and tapped the table once.

“Good,” Gabriel said. His voice shook. “Good. I am coming.”

Ivan the jealous man wanted to say no.

Ivan the man who owed her everything said nothing.

Gabriel continued, “Do not trust him just because he found you. Do you hear me? You do not owe him anything. Not your body. Not your silence. Not your forgiveness.”

Scarlett closed her eyes.

I stood there and took every word because he was right.

“You can come,” I said.

Gabriel’s voice hardened again. “I do not need your permission.”

“No,” I said. “You need the gate code.”

That shut him up.

I gave it to him.

Then I ended the call.

Scarlett looked at me.

I said, “He will be here soon.”

She wrote something slowly. Her hand shook by the end.

Why?

I looked at the word. “Why what?”

She underlined it.

Why let him come?

I leaned one shoulder against the hallway wall because suddenly I was tired in a way sleep could not fix.

“Because you asked.”

Her eyes dropped.

“Scarlett,” I said.

She looked up.

“I am going to say something, and you do not have to believe it.”

Her face told me she would not.

I said it anyway.

“I will not make your choices for you again.”

Her mouth trembled once before she pressed it flat.

I looked at her wrists. At the bandages. At the old scar near her left hand.

The scar where my watch had once rested.

I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out the same watch.

The leather was old now. Darker. Worn at the edge. I had found it years ago in a box of evidence Celeste claimed proved Scarlett had betrayed me. I had kept it like a wound.

Scarlett went still.

“I should have known,” I said. “When she gave this back to me, I should have known you would never send it through her.”

Scarlett stared at the watch.

I set it on the floor between us. Not inside her room. Not in my hand. Between.

“You do not have to take it.”

She did not move.

“I kept it because I hated you,” I said. “Then because I missed you. Then because I hated myself.”

Her eyes shone.

I stepped back.

“I will be down the hall.”

I turned to leave before the need to beg made me cruel.

Behind me, paper moved.

I stopped.

Scarlett held up the notepad.

One sentence.

I saved you once.

My chest broke quietly.

“Yes,” I said.

She flipped the page.

Now do not make me regret it.

I nodded.

“I will spend the rest of my life trying not to.”

Then I walked down the hall, past the portraits, past the guards, past the life I had built from power and pride.

At the far window, headlights cut through the dark gates.

Gabriel Hunt had arrived.

And upstairs, the woman I had once lost sat with my old watch on the floor between us, deciding whether I was still the river, the storm, or the man who had finally learned how to drown for her.
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