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The poll numbers lay scattered across the desk, each percentage point a small victory or defeat in the endless arithmetic of ambition. Cressida leaned back in her leather chair, the sturdy fibers of her charcoal power suit straining greatly across her chest as she surveyed the morning's haul with the cool satisfaction.

The campaign office hummed with the particular energy of political warfare—phones ringing in urgent bursts, keyboards chattering like machine guns, the low murmur of staffers conducting shady business. Through the tall windows, the grey English sky pressed down on the city like a lid on a pot, trapping all the villainy and bile inside to simmer.

"Up three points," Demi said, sliding another printout across the desk like a dealer placing cards. "Still not enough to win, but movement in the right direction."

Cressida's fingers drummed against the table top, her polished burgundy nails clicking an unsteady rhythm. The top buttons of her silk blouse were undone, revealing a generous expanse of flesh that drew the eye like a magnet. It was intentional, of course—everything about Cressida Hartley was calculated. Let them judge her because of her size, let them dismiss her as some buxom distraction. She'd built her career on the foolishness of men who couldn't see past her sizable assets to the cold steel beneath.

"The paper's calling it a 'modest boost,'" Demi continued, tapping the headline with one finger. "'Hartley Gains Ground Despite Recent Controversies.' They're still dancing around the Edward Collins business."

At the mention of the name, Cressida's lips curved a mischievous smile. Edward Collins—distinguished, once respected, and now thoroughly destroyed. She'd orchestrated his downfall of course, one carefully leaked document at a time. The offshore accounts had been the opening salvo, followed by the whispered rumors about his wife's cocaine habit, then the photographs of him leaving that hotel in Cardiff with his “researcher”. Not that there'd been anything untoward to my knowledge, of course, but in politics, appearance was everything, and a man checking into a hotel room with a ditzy blonde twenty years his junior at half past midnight didn't suggest a discussion of agricultural subsidies.

"Poor Edward," she murmured, her voice carrying the sort of sympathy one might reserve for roadkill. "Must be difficult for him I imagine, his questionable personal life coming to light."

The beauty of it was that none of it had been lies, strictly speaking. Every scandal, every compromising detail had been true—she'd simply ensured they found their way to the right journalists at the right moment. Edward had handed her the ammunition; she'd merely chosen when to fire.

Demi's mouth twitched. "The party leadership's been very understanding about his decision to step aside. Very understanding indeed."

"Mmm." Cressida reached for her coffee, the movement causing her blouse to gap further. She caught Demi's eyes flicking downward. Even the ladies weren't immune to such a sight.

Her phone buzzed against the desk, the screen lighting up with a text message. Cressida glanced at it idly, expecting another update from one of her many sources throughout the constituency. Instead, she found herself looking at Edward Collins's name.

She picked up the phone, her eyebrows rising as she read. Then she read it again, more slowly.

"Well, well," she said, her voice taking on that tone that made her staff nervous. "It seems our dear Edward has some cockles after all."

Demi looked up sharply. "What is it?"

Cressida cleared her throat theatrically and read aloud: "Cressida, darling. I do hope you're enjoying your moment in the sun. It would be such a pity if certain... past indiscretions... found their way into the hands of a certain journalist. I have some rather interesting photographs that I'm sure the press would find most fascinating. Perhaps we should discuss terms? Your move, councillor. Edward."

The office paused around them. Demi's face remained impassive, but Cressida caught the slight tightening around her eyes.

"He wants his revenge, by the look of it," Cressida said, setting the phone down. She sighed, the sound somewhere between amusement and irritation. "I suppose that's to be expected, but I always took him for a coward. Seems a little out of character, don’t you think? How did Edward grow such big bollocks overnight?"

She leaned back in her chair, her mind already working through the possibilities. Edward Collins, sending threatening texts like some common blackmailer? It didn't fit. The man she'd destroyed had been all bluster and wounded dignity, the sort who'd retreat to his study with a bottle of whiskey and nurse his grievances in private.

"Maybe he took it all a bit too personally," she said, giggling. The laugh transformed her face completely, turning her from a political predator into something almost girlish. Almost innocent. ”Oops.”

Who stood to actually benefit, she pondered? Not Edward himself, certainly. The man was political poison now, his reputation in tatters, his party membership hanging by a thread. No, this had the stench of manipulation about it, the sort of puppet-string pulling that spoke of a more capable hand.

Richard Davies. It had to be. Her fellow councillor and only remaining competition for the seat had the cunning and the courage. Turn the spiteful Edward into a weapon against her, use his bitterness as camouflage for a more sophisticated attack.

The question was: what could Edward possibly have on her?

She adjusted her suit jacket once more struggling to keep her bust contained, the movement emphasizing the generous mounds. Around the office, she could feel eyes following the motion—her staff pretending not to notice while being utterly in awe with every shift and sway. 

Power, she'd learned long ago, came in many forms. Some wielded it through fear, others through money or coercion. Cressida Hartley wielded it through the simple, devastating fact that she was impossible to ignore.

"Well," she said finally, "I suppose we'd best first find out what dear Edward wants, shouldn't we?"

Demi had worked for Cressida long enough to recognize that particular grin, the one that usually preceded someone's professional obituary.

"I hear Edward's been a bit wayward since the scandal broke," Demi said, her voice neutral. She reached for a manila folder, flipping it open. It was her business to know everything about everyone else’s business. "At the bottom of a bottle for the past week, according to our sources. Been seen stumbling out of bars, drunk in the street, ranting about his betrayal."

"I’d wager my left tit it’s Davies who is behind all this," Cressida said, the name hissing through her lips. "This has his stench all over it."

Demi nodded slowly. "It would make sense. He's the only one with anything left to gain from destabilizing your campaign now. With Edward out of the picture, it's just you and him."

"Sneaky fucking rat," Cressida chuckled, almost admiringly. Richard had always been slippery—the sort of man who could smile at you warmly while sliding a knife between your ribs. “I bet he has gotten his hooks into Edward somehow, fed him just enough hope and liquid courage...” she trailed off.

Cressida stood, moving to the window that overlooked the street below. Her reflection stared back at her—copper hair radiating under the office lights, the generous curves of her figure creating an imposing silhouette against the grey sky. Even in reflection, she commanded attention, demanded it.

"The question remains," she continued, her fingers drumming against the glass, "what
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