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Chapter 9

Because he’d sensed, faster than the others, that your relationship with the CEO and the boss’s wife wasn’t ordinary.

When you carried your things over to your new desk in Customer Service, you happened to run into Linda, sweating as she packed up by herself.

“Linda, let me help,” you said, stepping forward.

She shot you a wary look and took half a step back. “No need. I can handle it.”

“Come on, don’t be like that.” You moved a little closer and lowered your voice. “Once Vanessa is gone, we’re going to have to look out for each other.”

“What do you mean?” Linda’s eyes changed instantly, her sharp little mind already racing through the possibilities.

You only smiled.

She used to love making you figure things out for yourself. Now it was her turn.

She and Vanessa told each other everything, didn’t they?

Surely she couldn’t be the only one left in the dark if Vanessa was planning to leave.

You’d already looked into Linda’s situation. Her son had been in poor health since he was little, and to make it easier to take care of him, she had handed several major clients over to Vanessa.

Once the deals closed, the two of them split the commission fifty-fifty.

If Vanessa really left, Linda’s share would go up in smoke.

At lunch, the cleaning lady quietly tipped you off that something was happening in the stairwell.

You hurried over and arrived just in time to catch a very fresh argument.

“Vanessa, my son is supposed to have surgery next year. His everyday medication is already expensive enough, and I’m relying on those commissions to get by.” Linda’s voice shook with suppressed anger. “Something as big as you quitting—how could you not tell me ahead of time?”

“And now I get why you dared egg on Mrs. Bennett to go catch her husband cheating. You were planning your exit all along, weren’t you?”

Vanessa lowered her voice and fired back, “I’m not leaving. Was that little brat spreading rumors again? And you believed her? Use your head. I still have a pile of commissions that haven’t been paid out yet. Why would I quit now? Do I look insane to you?”

Linda hesitated. “But…”

Vanessa immediately switched tactics and started dangling promises. “Linda, you’re the CEO’s secretary now. Do you know how many people would kill for that position? Instead of wasting time doubting me, you should protect your spot and organize more target-client files for us. Once I close the deals, we split everything the same as before. Fifty-fifty.”

Linda answered flatly, “We’ll talk later. I’m still getting used to the job.”

You slipped quietly back to your desk, twirling a pen between your fingers as you considered what to write in today’s journal.

Vanessa had denied she was planning to leave.

But once a seed
Chapter 11

Olivia froze for a second. There was caution in her eyes when she looked at you.

“Why are you being so nice to me?”

You smiled, oddly relieved that she’d finally learned to be wary of kindness that came out of nowhere.

“My family’s in business,” you said. “We don’t do anything at a loss. You mentioned Vanessa Cole and Linda Parker to me before. I asked you here today because I want the full story.”

Olivia bit her lower lip. She hesitated for a moment, then finally started talking.

She began with her first day at the company.

Back then, Vanessa and Linda had been especially kind to her too. They’d treated her like older sisters—bringing her breakfast, asking about her love life, trying to find out what kind of guy she liked.

And in the end, she still came back to the gossip about Michael Bennett. She lowered her voice instinctively.

“Vanessa told me Mr. Bennett and his wife were in the divorce waiting period. She kept encouraging me to look after him more, said I should be the one there for him when he needed someone most. I didn’t want to at first, but... I was stupid then. I thought they really had my best interests at heart.”

“In the middle of winter, they had me going around bare-legged, and after they made soup, they told me to bring it into Mr. Bennett myself. He threw me out of the CEO’s office and asked me if I was out of my mind.”

You almost laughed out loud, but forced it back down.

You could completely understand how Olivia had ended up there. A girl with nothing to fall back on, fresh out of school, trying to survive alone in a big city—desperate to be seen, to be valued—would be easy prey for people like Vanessa and Linda, seasoned enough to use someone else as a weapon without blinking.

“They also kept asking me about Mr. Bennett’s schedule and the company’s overall plans,” Olivia added. “They’d offer to help revise my reports and summaries too. Honestly, they were so enthusiastic it was weird. It was like they wanted to do my job for me.”

That made everything even clearer.

The company had lost a few small orders before—deals everyone had assumed were guaranteed. At the time, people had written them off as bad luck. Now it looked much more likely that Vanessa had been sabotaging things from behind the scenes all along.

Rachel spoke up then.

“Sophie, that makes everything fit. Vanessa came to me a while back and pitched herself like she was some star player in the pet products sales industry. She said she had her own resources and wanted me to match her with a company that could offer her a better package. The second I saw where she worked, I contacted you. She’s definitely planning to jump ship, so you need to keep a close eye on her.”

Then she turned to Olivia.
Chapter 12

“I’ll keep an eye out for something suitable for you too. And if you want to keep building your creator work, I have friends who could give you some free creative consulting.”

Olivia looked deeply moved. She immediately unlocked her phone and showed the two of you several photos she’d taken of something else.

“To be honest,” she said with a sigh, “Vanessa’s talent doesn’t stop at winning over clients...”

When you got back to the office, it was obvious Linda barely spoke to Vanessa anymore.

Once an alliance built on mutual gain starts to crack, it rarely holds together for long.

Vanessa had nowhere to vent the frustration boiling inside her, so she dumped all of it on you instead.

If she misplaced something, she snapped at you. If a report came in late, somehow that was your fault too, because you “should have reminded her.” The smug confidence and superiority she used to wear so effortlessly were gone. In their place was someone edgy, restless, and visibly unraveling.

You had a pretty good guess why.

Most likely, something had gone wrong with the new job she’d been lining up.

And after Michael’s wife had kicked in that door, whatever twisted situation Vanessa thought she still had with your brother had completely blown apart. There was no going back now.

According to Rachel’s read on the situation, Vanessa would be desperate to prove her value to the new company. Which meant she was bound to try something reckless.

Sure enough, it wasn’t long before you saw Vanessa corner Linda in the copy room.

“Linda, it’s only been a few days and you already look exhausted,” Vanessa said warmly, taking the documents out of Linda’s hands before she could refuse. “Why didn’t you ask me for help? Come on, let’s get Japanese tonight. My treat.”

Linda glanced nervously toward the CEO’s office and waved her off at once. “Maybe another time. The third-quarter reports just came out, and I still have a few emails I need to confirm. I’ve got to get back to work.”

But Vanessa wouldn’t let it go. Even after work hours, she refused to leave and sat in the office waiting for Linda.

When you finally saw the two of them walk out of the building together, the knot in your chest loosened at last.

You were still watching their backs disappear down the sidewalk when Ethan suddenly sidled up beside you, wearing the smug expression of someone who thought he understood everything.

“Sophie,” he said, lowering his voice, “I’ve got a feeling Vanessa’s looking for her next job.”

You said nothing.

He kept going anyway. “Tsk. And from the looks of it, she didn’t tell Linda. Didn’t tell me either.”

You cut him off, already annoyed. “Shut up. One more word, and you’ll be the next one out.”

What kind of decent person got that close to Vanessa in the first place?

Besides, Olivia had told you something else at the gathering the other day.

Back when she first joined the company, Ethan had trailed after her like gum stuck to a shoe, relentlessly trying to chase her.
Chapter 14

“You really need to drain the nonsense out of your head. He’s my brother. My actual brother.”

Vanessa froze.

The shock in her eyes was almost comical.

Still, I had to give her this—her nerves were stronger than most people’s. It only took her a few seconds to regroup, and when she did, she immediately tried to shove the blame somewhere else.

“Those files were given to me by Linda Parker,” she said quickly. “She offered them. Her kid was sick and she needed money, so she pushed me into this. I didn’t have a choice.”

Right on cue, Linda walked in from outside and gave her a long, almost offended look.

“That’s an impressively filthy lie,” Linda said. “That Japanese place was upscale enough to have security cameras. Whether I handed anything over willingly or whether you copied it yourself behind my back will be easy enough to verify.”

She paused, then added, “Now I understand why you insisted I bring my laptop to dinner that night. You said it was in case the boss needed something urgently. Turns out you were preparing to pledge loyalty to a competitor. What you probably don’t know is that those numbers and pricing sheets were fake.”

Vanessa deflated on the spot.

Completely.

At last, it all clicked for her—why the competitor’s offer had never arrived, why the recruiter had stopped replying, why HR had suddenly gone silent.

She’d taken the bait.

Her face twisted with fury. “Fine! Fire me, then!” she screamed. “You think I won’t find another job after leaving this place? I’ve spent years building connections in this industry. I have resources. Plenty of them.”

I stood, stretched lazily, and felt lighter than I had in weeks.

“By all means,” I said. “Go test that theory.”

Then I smiled.

“Oh, and two friendly reminders. First, maybe stay off short-form video for a while. Especially workplace rant creators. Too much of that might give you a heart attack.”

I let the beat hang for a second.

“Second—find yourself a very good lawyer. Fast.”

Vanessa Cole was finally gone for good.

But the story she left behind didn’t disappear with her. It spread.

Not long after, a faceless creator called Working Girl Yaya seemed to come out of nowhere. She started turning Vanessa’s dirty little secrets into anonymous workplace storytimes.

With that unmistakable burnt-out office look and a deadpan delivery style, Olivia shot to the top of a lifestyle creator platform with one viral post: “Best Contact Names I Found at Work.”
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