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Chapter 9

To make sure he kept control of the company, he’d suggested transferring part of my stake—ten percent—to him.

He said it would still be mine in spirit.

I refused.

My parents were both lawyers.

I’d been around contracts and asset planning since I was young.

Some people say talking about money ruins feelings.

I’ve always believed the opposite.

If you never talk about money, that’s when feelings get ruined.

I knew exactly what I was doing.

My equity was mine.

His was his.

That was how it should have stayed.

But when he pressed me again and again, I still gave in.

Not because I was persuaded.

Because I loved him.

Because I believed that no matter how the structure shifted, he would never truly turn against me.

Because I thought the two of us were bound together, and there was no need to be so guarded with each other.

In the end, I still agreed.

I let part of my equity go.

And after that, my stake was diluted again and again.

By now, my share of the company was already far below his.

I had the documents for the shareholders' meeting handed out in advance.

They included the expense reports from the dinner with the clients, along with a summary of every business arrangement Ava Winters had interfered with since joining the company.

There was also a list of the meetings Ethan had skipped for personal reasons, and the contracts that never got signed because of it.

The deeper the shareholders read, the darker their expressions became.

“Lauren, what exactly is going on here?”

“This is ridiculous.”

“She’s gone too far. Is the company supposed to be run according to one assistant’s moods now?”

Voices rose around the table.

I only smiled and let them talk themselves out before I spoke.

“Ava is in the conference room next door. If anyone wants clarification, we can ask her to come in and explain for herself.”

The moment I said that, the door opened.

Ava walked in carrying coffee, smiling as if nothing were wrong.

Without asking what anyone wanted, she started setting cups down in front of the shareholders with practiced ease.

But several of them had already said they wanted bottled water, not coffee.

Ava blinked, put on an innocent face, and said softly, “Coffee is better for a meeting like this. It’ll help everyone stay alert.”

She was already over twenty minutes late, and not once had she shown the slightest sign of apology.

One of the shareholders' faces hardened on the spot.

When Ava reached his seat with a cup in hand, he pushed back his chair and stood up.

He lifted a hand, his expression unreadable, but the disgust in his voice was obvious.

“I don’t drink coffee. And I certainly didn’t ask you to make decisions for me.”

Once he said it, several others immediately refused theirs too.

For a moment, Ava was left standing there awkwardly, holding the tray, neither able to retreat nor continue.
Chapter 11

His expression was dark with barely controlled anger.

“Lauren, do you even know what you’re saying?”

I met his glare without changing expression.

“I know exactly what I’m saying. And before we discuss anything else, I think everyone should first take a look at what nearly cost us the client contract.”

The room went silent the moment I said that.

One of the shareholders frowned. “You mean the client was serious? They almost pulled the deal over this?”

I didn’t answer. I just played the video.

The projector lit up.

Onscreen was the full recording from the client dinner—Ava Winters interrupting again and again, swapping out the food and drinks, taking over the flow of the evening as if she were the one in charge.

There was audio too.

In the footage, Ava kept insisting she was doing it for Ethan.

She said she was helping him entertain the clients properly.

Before the clip had even ended, one of the older shareholders had already lost his temper.

“So this is what people in your office are doing now? Even if she isn’t in a management role, she still represents the company when she’s out there.”

The video kept rolling.

It showed Ava clinging to Ethan as she left, leaning against him from start to finish.

“Mr. Carter,” another shareholder said coldly, “do you have any idea how much effort the company puts into maintaining client relationships every year? One reckless stunt from some junior employee, and all that work goes down the drain.”

“And what about the funding tied to the follow-up phase of this project?” someone else cut in. “If the client side starts questioning our professionalism, who’s taking responsibility? Who’s going to answer when they come after us over this?”

“This kind of risk affects far more than a single dinner. Do you understand what kind of damage this can trigger?”

“Mr. Carter, whatever private relationship you may or may not have is your business. But once it starts affecting the company, it stops being private.”

Ethan’s face turned ugly.

Ava, meanwhile, had gone pale.

And I still wasn’t done.

I clicked to the next slide.

“I was originally willing to treat the client dinner as an isolated incident.”

Ethan suddenly looked up at me, something sharp flashing through his eyes.

I knew that look.

He thought this was about jealousy. About Ava’s behavior around him. About me dragging personal grievances into a formal meeting.

His voice turned harsh. “Lauren, don’t go too far. I already told you there’s nothing between Ava and me. If you keep targeting her like this, then—”

I looked straight at him.

For a second, he stopped.

Probably because he finally realized there was nothing emotional left in my eyes.

Only procedure.

“Then let’s talk about another matter,” I said evenly.

With that, I switched to the next video.

This one came from an office security camera.
Chapter 12

The footage showed Ethan bringing a young woman in through the side entrance, carefully shielding her from view. He personally escorted her into a restricted work area.

The woman with him was Ava.

“The last time we had a board session, you were absent due to a personal emergency,” I said. “At the time, you said it was because of an important project issue. Mr. Carter, would you like to explain why the person you brought into the office that day was not a client, not a partner, not a project representative—but Ava Winters?”

The instant those words landed, the room exploded.

I stayed where I was, letting the screen play on.

The footage was clear.

There was no way to argue with it.

Ava only appeared in frame for a moment, but that was enough.

The clip ended quickly, but by then everyone in the room understood exactly what I meant by using company resources for personal purposes.

Ethan’s expression finally changed.

Only then did he realize that from the very beginning, I had never intended to argue with him.

I was here to strip the excuses away.

As for Ava—

Everything she had relied on had been built on Ethan’s protection.

And now, I was tearing it down piece by piece.

When I stepped into the shareholders' meeting again, every gaze in the room turned toward Ava.

I looked at Ethan and said evenly, “You kept insisting Ava was innocent. That she only cared because she was worried about you. Fine. Then can you explain why almost every irregular expense on these records traces back to her?”

I smiled a little. Coldly. Almost gently.

Then I pulled up the evidence deck I'd prepared in advance—every time Ava had overstepped, every internal company message related to it, and all the office rumors tying her too closely to Ethan, laid out one slide after another.

“Ava has been on the company payroll for less than six months, but she's already used company resources for more than a hundred thousand dollars. Every reimbursement was pushed through under special approval.” I clicked to the next page. “And we also found that she repeatedly entered and used the executive office without authorization. Office records and security footage both confirm it.”

As the photos and logs appeared on the screen, the room turned dead silent.

Several shareholders immediately turned to stare at Ava.

One of them spoke first. “Ms. Winters, how exactly do you explain this?”

Ava clearly hadn't expected everything to come out so fast or so completely. Her face drained of color.

“I... I didn't... I never...”

I closed the folder in my hands and said flatly, “Before today, the company chose not to make this public because we wanted to preserve basic dignity for everyone involved. But at this point, the damage to the company is already real. We can't keep pretending this is a personal misunderstanding.”

The atmosphere in the room shifted instantly.
Chapter 14

At the time, even though I had noticed Ethan treating Ava differently, I still hadn’t been willing to believe it meant what it looked like.

So I’d told myself I was overthinking and kept walking past the camera covering the executive wing without looking too closely.

Now, when I pulled up the footage and watched the recordings from that stretch of hallway, my fingers went cold.

Maybe it had started with a moment of weakness.

Maybe it had happened in one impulsive lapse.

Or maybe the real joke was that while I was still trying to preserve everyone’s dignity, they had already stopped pretending long ago.

I kept scrolling through Ava’s page.

Almost every post carried the same coy, self-pitying little caption.

About how her boss was too busy, too exhausted, too controlling.

About how sometimes he would still sneak out of meetings just to check on her.

About how helpless and cherished that made her feel.

Ten years of trust, and apparently it could be ripped apart this easily.

I couldn’t stop asking myself—

Had I been too strong for too long? Too capable? Had I never cared enough about what Ethan wanted?

Was I too consumed by work, too used to handling everything alone, and that was how I left an opening for someone else?

I stared at the phone for a long time.

Then I laughed.

Because none of that mattered.

Not anymore.

This was not my fault.

I had done nothing wrong.

I had not failed him.

I had not betrayed anyone.

They were the ones who had twisted everything beyond recognition.

I locked the screen and let out a quiet, bitter laugh.

I had finally become the kind of woman people pitied.

Still, from a legal standpoint, what was between Ethan and Ava had very little direct effect on the company.

At worst, it would become grounds for public embarrassment and internal criticism.

That wasn’t what mattered most.

What mattered was that too many people had already started making connections between Ava’s behavior and Ethan’s protection.

And beneath all of it was the rot I could no longer ignore.

So I started digging into Ava’s finances.

She had always looked busy, always seemed to have reasons for every movement, every errand, every request.

But once I began checking carefully, the pattern surfaced.

At crucial moments, she always managed to interfere.

Every time she caused trouble, Ethan was there to shield her.

She knew my temperament.

Or maybe Ethan had told her long ago that I would keep enduring, keep backing down, keep choosing the company over myself.

Before I left that night, I made one final call and had someone preserve all the relevant records.

Because this farce was not over.

Ava had clearly abused company resources for personal gain.

The damage she caused to the signing process wasn’t something a few excuses could erase.

And the people inside the company were not blind.

After word spread that she might be suspended, the office atmosphere changed almost overnight.
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