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Chapter 1: The Iron Ration
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Wednesday morning hung over the city like a leaden veil. As Dr. Christian Weber climbed the steps to the exclusive roastery shortly before eight, he felt every single vertebra in his spine. He had lain awake all night, staring at his bedroom ceiling for hours, listening to the steady breathing of his wife, Sabine. Every time she moved in her sleep, his pulse had spiked to an unhealthy tempo.

"Now we just have to solve the problem with Sabine!"

Michelle’s cruel parting words from the night before echoed on a continuous loop through his head, like an unrelenting tinnitus of fear.

He bought the latte macchiato for fourteen euros. When the hot paper cup touched his cold fingers, it felt like the clasping of an iron handcuff.

At exactly 08:28 AM, Christian stepped out of the elevator on the eleventh floor. He smoothed his charcoal suit jacket, took a deep breath, and knocked on Michelle’s office door with a pounding heart.

"Come in," her bright, crystal-clear voice rang out.

Christian opened the door and instantly felt his throat go dry. Michelle was sitting at her dark walnut desk, her silhouette perfectly framed by the breaking morning light. Today, she was wearing one of the dresses he had been forced to fund for her on Monday at the Opernplatz: a high-necked, cream-colored knit dress that traced every contour of her toned, flawless body like a sculpture. Her honey-blonde hair fell over her shoulders in soft waves. She looked outrageously fresh—and absolutely unattainable.

Wordlessly, Christian walked up to the desk and placed the steaming cup onto the smooth wooden surface.

Michelle slowly raised her head. Her emerald-green eyes locked onto him with a cool, almost tender amusement. She reached for the coffee, took a small, elegant sip, and sighed softly with satisfaction.

"Punctual, hot, and flawless, Christian," she noted, setting the cup down. "You're slowly getting used to your morning routine. I like that."

Christian swallowed the bitter taste of shame. He was about to turn around to leave the office as quickly as possible, but Michelle raised her hand slightly. An unmistakable signal to stay put.

"Not so fast, Dr. Weber," she murmured, leaning back in her comfortable chair. She reached for her smartphone, tapped on it briefly, and slid it across the desktop toward him. On the screen, the web interface of the Swiss private bank was open. "I finished setting up the partner portal last night. The structure is in place. Now, all that’s missing is your final authorization for the daily withdrawal limit of your master device."

Christian frowned and took a step closer to read the display. When he saw the amount she had entered there as his daily limit, he almost stopped breathing.

“Daily withdrawal limit for Master Device 1 (C. Weber): €25.00.”

"Twenty-five euros?" Christian stammered in disbelief. His voice cracked with suppressed horror. He stared at Michelle with wide eyes. "Michelle, this has to be a joke! I am the HR Director of this corporation! I cannot survive on twenty-five euros in my day-to-day life. What am I supposed to do if I have to advance money for a business lunch? If I..."

Michelle interrupted him with a soft, mocking laugh that sounded like glass on marble.

"Your math is poor, Christian," she said gently, pointing to the steaming coffee cup in front of her. "My latte macchiato costs fourteen euros, which you will bring me every morning from now on. That is your most important daily process. Naturally, you will pay for it out of your limit. That leaves you with exactly eleven euros for the rest of the day. That is plenty for a cafeteria roll and a subway ticket. You don't need anything more."

Christian stared at her. The humiliation slowly seeped through his system like corrosive acid. She was giving him twenty-five euros, fourteen of which he had to immediately spend on her own coffee again. She was financially castrating him down to the absolute bare minimum for survival.

"You... you can't do this," he whispered hoarsely. "The dual-control principle..."

"The dual-control principle protects your money from strangers, Christian, but not from me," she cut him off icily. Her eyes narrowed into thin slits. She placed her finger on her phone screen—right where the fateful audio file lay in the background. "Pull out your phone and approve the limit. Now."

With trembling fingers, Christian reached into his pocket. His master device was already vibrating. The red authorization request was flashing on the display. Every fiber of his mind screamed in resistance, but the naked fear of ruin paralyzed his every will. With a soft gasp, he tapped "Confirm."

“Withdrawal limit successfully changed.”

As Michelle saw the confirmation on her screen, her expression instantly relaxed again. She smiled at him like an angel, but a moment later, her hand drifted under her chin. She propped her head up and locked him in a gaze that froze his soul.

"Very nice," she purred. "And now to the actual topic of the day. Did you solve the problem with Sabine last night?"

Christian felt a sudden wave of heat rush up his neck. He leaned heavily with one hand on the edge of the desk. His knees felt like jelly.

"I... I told her the excuse about the stock portfolio and the Swiss client," he stammered, a tear of sheer despair glistening in the corner of his eye. "She bought it for now. But she is getting more and more suspicious, Michelle! She wants to see the statements this weekend. If this keeps up, the house of cards is going to collapse in a matter of days."

He clenched his free hand into a fist. The pent-up panic of the last few days broke through in a hysterical, desperate torrent.

"Michelle, what do you want from me?!" he choked out hoarsely, a bitter, disbelieving laugh escaping his chest. He didn't mean it seriously; it was the pure, absurd sarcasm of a man with his back against the wall. "What, am I supposed to get a divorce?!"

Michelle didn't move. She didn't even blink.

Her gently amused smile froze for a fraction of a second before transforming into an infinitely deep, triumphant, and deeply malicious grin. She tilted her head slowly, studying him with a cruel, almost affectionate admiration.

"Clever boy," she whispered softly.

Christian froze. The quiet hum of the air conditioning seemed to die instantly. The entire office sank into an icy, suffocating silence. He stared at Michelle, unable to breathe, as his brain desperately tried to grasp the monstrous weight of those two words.

She hadn't taken it as a joke. She was deadly serious. Michelle didn't just want his money, his career, and his dignity. She wanted to destroy his marriage. She wanted to get Sabine out of the way to take absolute, undivided control over his entire existence.

"N-No..." Christian managed to choke out, an icy shiver paralyzing his limbs. "No, Michelle... please. You can't demand that..."

"I'm not demanding anything, Christian," she replied in a velvety, infinitely dangerous voice, reaching for her coffee cup. "I'm merely noting that an unhappy wife-interface significantly disrupts our future processes. And you did promise me that you would work with absolute efficiency starting today... didn't you?"

Christian stood there, unable to move, as the blackness of the abyss opened up a little wider beneath his feet.

Suddenly, the last thread of his painstakingly maintained self-control snapped. The monstrosity of her implication made his blood boil. For one brief, fatal moment, his fear gave way to a helpless, wild rage.

"This is sick! This is absolutely sick, Michelle!" he suddenly screamed, his voice echoing loudly against the soundproofed walls of the office. He took a step forward and clenched his fists as the veins in his temples bulged. "You can't be serious! I'm supposed to get a divorce? Sabine is my wife! I love her! She has nothing to do with any of this! This goes too far, do you hear me? This goes way too far! I am not letting a twenty-two-year-old brat destroy my entire life!"

Michelle didn't even flinch. Her face remained completely calm, almost clinically detached. She slowly set her coffee cup down on the desk. Then, with a agonizingly slow, fluid movement, her hand glided to her smartphone. Her manicured fingertips touched the display, unlocked it, and opened the audio app. Her thumb hovered a mere millimeter above the send button of the MP3 file.

She looked at him. She didn't say a single word. Her gaze was as empty and unmerciful as the barrel of a loaded gun aimed straight at his forehead.

In that exact second, Christian's hard-won anger imploded. It vanished like a tiny spark in a cold ocean. The reality of his impending ruin crashed down on him with full force. If she pressed it now, everything was over. His career, his reputation, his life—everything would be wiped out in a single second.

His knees buckled completely. With a choked gasp, Christian collapsed. He didn't just sink into himself; he literally slid off his feet and fell to his knees before her. His hands sought purchase on the hard parquet floor directly in front of her desk.

"No... no, no, please!" he whimpered, a first, hot tear running down his cheek. He raised his head and looked up at her pleadingly, his entire body trembling violently. "Please, Michelle... don't do this. I... I beg of you. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to raise my voice. Please, I... I promise to do better... but leave Sabine out of this. She didn't do anything. Do whatever you want with me, but don't destroy my marriage... please..."

He began to weep bitterly. A deep, uncontrollable sobbing shook his broad shoulders. The proud Dr. Christian Weber, Head of Human Resources, knelt weeping and whimpering on the floor at the feet of his intern. He was infinitely ashamed, but the pain and the sheer existential dread were stronger than any dignity.

Michelle didn't move. She lowered her phone, but she did not delete the audio file. She simply sat there, her legs elegantly crossed, watching him cry. For two minutes, nothing happened except the pathetic, wet sobbing of the broken man on the floor. She savored every second of her absolute, unquestionable power. She sipped impassively at her lukewarm coffee while her eyes scanned Christian's trembling form with icy satisfaction.

Only when Christian’s sobbing had
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