
  
    [image: Consumed]
  


  
    
      Consumed

    

    
      
        Blair Swanson

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Blair Swanson

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      For those who learned that love cannot survive on control alone,

      no matter how fiercely it burns.
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      Elise

      The digital clock on my tablet reads eighteen days, four hours, twelve minutes.

      I watch the numbers shift to eleven minutes and feel the weight of each lost second like a stone added to my chest. The Dresden acquisition is the kind of deal that defines legacies, or destroys them. The countdown app sits in the corner of my screen, a constant, silent reminder that the board is watching, the shareholders are calculating, and one wrong step will send us all over the edge.

      Behind me, the penthouse hums with the low, mechanical whisper of climate control. Floor-to-ceiling glass frames a Manhattan skyline still waking beneath a pale gray sky. The kitchen island where I sit is polished obsidian, cold even through the sleeves of my blazer. Everything in this space is sharp angles and reflective surfaces, a landscape built for strategy, not sanctuary.

      Reid stands on the other side of the island, his tablet in one hand, a glass of water in the other. He hasn’t spoken since I sat down. He doesn’t need to. His attention presses against my skin, a pressure I’ve learned to read like a change in barometric pressure. The air thickens around me. Obsession has a specific gravity, and Reid carries his in the stillness of his body, the way his thumb pauses on the glass when I shift in my seat.

      “The Dresden risk assessment needs final signatures by noon,” I say, breaking the silence with the only currency that feels safe: data. “Legal has flagged three clauses that need executive approval.”

      “Grant sent the updated security protocols for the data room.” Reid’s voice is a low rasp, the kind of sound that settles in the base of your spine. “You’ll have them before the ten o’clock.”

      I nod, returning my gaze to the tablet. Our professional choreography is precise, a dance we’ve rehearsed for months. We discuss compliance frameworks and board deadlines the way other couples might discuss grocery lists; it’s the only language that doesn’t threaten to dismantle us.

      Eighteen days until the Dresden deal closes. Eighteen days until we prove the board wrong about my promotion, wrong about Reid’s judgment, wrong about what we are to each other.

      I rise to refill my tea and the movement carries me to the pantry, a sleek, hidden panel that slides open with a whisper. I reach for the box of standard-issue Earl Grey I’ve been drinking for years and my hand stops mid-air.

      Beside it sits a tin of loose-leaf darjeeling. The metal is cold under my fingertips. I lift the lid. The scent floods the pantry: dry, floral, smoke-edged, a ghost of a Boston hotel conference room three years ago. A preference I mentioned to no one at Langford Holdings. My pulse stutters, a small, internal betrayal. The air in the pantry turns thin. I understand with the cold clarity of data sliding into place that Reid has known this preference since he first turned his surveillance grid on me six weeks ago. This pantry, this penthouse, stocked with my every inclination catalogued during the weeks he held my leash; it was never a neutral space. My sanctuary has been curated by him since the day he took control of my life.

      I close the pantry door without reaching for either option.

      “You have a problem with the darjeeling.” It’s not a question.

      I return to the island, keeping my expression neutral. “I have a problem with being studied.”

      His dark eyes lift from the tablet, and something flickers there: not guilt, because Reid Langford doesn’t do guilt, but a recalibration. He’s adjusting his understanding of where my boundaries are today.

      “I study everything I value.”

      The words land with precision. I feel them in my throat, my lungs, the space behind my ribs where the knot of our shared history lives. I don’t speak.

      Reid watches me for a beat, then shifts, as if trying a different key. “What did you do this weekend, Elise?”

      The question is so mundane, so aggressively normal, that it takes me a beat to process. This is Reid attempting domesticity, attempting the casual intimacy of two people who share a life rather than a classified conspiracy.

      “I stayed here,” I say. “The penthouse has a stillness on weekends I’m still getting used to.”

      Silence. Not the comfortable kind. The weight of it settles between us like a third presence, thick with the things we don’t name. The ghosts. I don’t break it, and neither does he.

      I gather my tablet and my work bag. “Your armor is showing,” I murmur, and for a fraction of a second, Reid’s mouth curves: not a smile, exactly, but the acknowledgment of one.

      “So is yours.”
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      The eighty-eighth floor of Langford Holdings Headquarters is a study in cold precision. The elevators open onto a corridor of frosted glass and steel accents, the air sterilized to a perfect sixty-eight degrees. Every surface reflects light and movement, designed to remind everyone who walks these halls that they are being watched, evaluated, measured.

      My heels strike the marble floor in a rhythm I’ve perfected over the years: confident, unhurried, the cadence of belonging. I pass offices populated by analysts and strategists who glance up as I move through the space, their expressions careful and unreadable. Some nod. Some don’t. No one has forgotten how I arrived.

      The conference room doors are glass, soundproofed and heavy. Inside, the executive team is already assembling around the long obsidian table: senior vice presidents in charcoal and navy, their tablets glowing, their expressions fixed in the careful neutrality of people who report to a man they fear and a woman they don’t yet trust.

      Reid is at the head of the table, his stillness anchoring the room. He doesn’t stand when I enter, but his attention shifts to me, and the air in the room changes. The junior executives glance between us, recalibrating.

      “Let’s begin,” he says, and the room quiets.

      I take my seat to his right, the position of the Chief Strategy Officer, earned through a combination of competence, coercion, and a lie as load-bearing as the steel that holds up this tower. The Dresden files are projected onto the wall behind me: regulatory frameworks, liability matrices, a maze of data points that I’ve spent weeks dissecting.

      “The European subcommittee has issued preliminary feedback on the acquisition terms,” I begin, pulling up my analysis. “They’re questioning the liability structure on three fronts: environmental compliance, supply chain transparency, and executive compensation alignment with shareholder interests.”

      One of the senior VPs, a man named Calloway with twenty years at the firm and a permanent expression of skepticism, leans back in his chair. “These are standard regulatory hurdles. The subcommittee always pushes back on liability caps. We’ve handled this before.”

      “We’ve handled it with firms that didn’t have a pending media narrative attached to their acquisitions.” I meet his gaze without flinching. “Standard regulatory hurdles, yes. But the European Commission’s 2019 Plastics & Packaging decision established that when an acquirer faces public governance scrutiny, the Directorate can demand a much higher evidentiary threshold. We are now that acquirer.”

      Calloway’s skepticism sharpens. “What kind of scrutiny are we referencing, exactly?”

      Before I can answer, Reid speaks. “The kind that Elise’s risk assessment accounts for.” His voice is low and final, a door closing. “Continue.”

      Calloway’s lips press into a thin line, but he doesn’t interrupt again.

      I walk them through the regulatory exposures, the mitigation strategies, the timeline for compliance certification. By the time I reach the final slide, a fifteen-day window for submitting corrected filings, the skepticism in the room has shifted to something closer to grudging acceptance. Not trust, but at least the recognition that I know what I’m doing.

      I’ve earned my seat. Whether they believe it or not is an entirely different problem.

      The meeting drifts into logistics and assignments. I’m gathering my files when a junior analyst, a woman named Priya, young and sharp and still naive enough to believe that corporate loyalty is rewarded, hesitates at the edge of the table.

      “Ms. Carrow,” she says, her voice quiet enough that only I can hear. “There’s something you should know.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “There’s a blog, fringe mostly, that’s been posting about executive promotions in the financial sector. They’ve been asking questions about the timeline of your hiring and your… relationship with Mr. Langford.” She swallows. “The posts are getting traction on some of the finance forums. It’s nothing official, but…”

      “But nothing is nothing in this building,” I finish. “I appreciate the information.”

      She nods and retreats, leaving me standing alone at the head of the conference room table, the weight of the glass walls pressing in on all sides.

      The rumor has found a voice. It’s weak, for now, but I know how this works. Russell Kline was the General Counsel of Langford Holdings for a decade; he knows the architecture of a corporate takedown the way I know the architecture of a risk matrix. He’s testing the foundation. Seeing what cracks before he starts swinging.

      Reid appears beside me as the last of the executives files out. The shift of air brings cedar and smoke, the scent of him I’ve learned to read like weather.

      “What did Priya tell you?”

      He doesn’t ask; he demands. The words are low, a presence at my elbow that expects a concession. Old instinct whispers to keep it to myself, make him pry. But I give him the words anyway, a tactical choice.

      “There’s a fringe blog running a narrative about executive promotions,” I say. “They’re asking questions about me.”

      His expression doesn’t change, but I feel the shift in him: a tightening in his stillness, the way his gaze slides past me to some invisible threat.

      “I’ll have Grant locate the source.”

      “You’ll let me handle it.” I keep my voice level. “It’s a fringe blog, Reid. If you respond with a security team, you’ll confirm everything they’re implying.”

      For a long moment, he’s silent. The tension between us hums like a live wire, the familiar friction of protection against autonomy.

      “Keep me informed,” he says finally.

      “I always do.”

      It’s a lie, and he knows it. But the lie is the foundation of everything we’ve built.
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      The penthouse is different at night.

      During the day, it’s glass and light and open space, a monument to wealth and minimalist precision. But after sunset, the windows turn reflective, and the city becomes a constellation of distant lights framed against the dark. It should feel peaceful. It doesn’t.

      Reid is in his study, the door cracked just wide enough that I can hear the low murmur of his voice on a call: Grant, probably, or perhaps Aldridge. I’m in the living room, my tablet still glowing with the Dresden files I can’t stop reviewing, when my secure phone buzzes.

      The vibration cuts through the quiet. I pick it up, and the screen blazes blue against the dim room. My pulse kicks against my ribs before I’ve even read the words. Letting out a slow breath, I swipe it open.

      The screen lights up with a high-priority alert from the Langford media monitoring system. The headline resolves in cold, high-definition clarity.

      Langford’s Meteoric CSO: Favoritism, a Secret Trip, and Questions for the Board

      My vision sharpens, everything in the room suddenly too bright, too distinct. I scan the article without breathing, absorbing the architecture of its attack. It references my rapid promotion timeline. It references a trip to London during the Dresden negotiations, a trip I took with Reid, logged in airline records and hotel receipts. It references “unnamed sources” who question whether my qualifications merit my position or whether my relationship with the CEO played a more significant role.

      The byline doesn’t say Russell Kline. It doesn’t have to. The construction is precise: legally defensible, no direct accusations, only questions. But the implication is unmistakable.

      She’s not qualified. She’s not legitimate. She’s not what she says she is.

      The last line is the worst: “The Board of Directors has declined to comment on whether Ms. Carrow’s promotion will be reviewed.”

      They haven’t declined anything; they haven’t been asked. But the lie is already in the world now, and the world will treat it as fact.

      The study door opens. Reid crosses the room before I can stand, before I can school my expression into the analytical mask I need. He reads the phone in my hand, the headline on the screen. His gaze hardens. I watch his pupils dilate as he maps the legal exposure.

      “It’s begun,” I say, and my voice is calm, clinical, the voice of a woman who has been preparing for this siege since the day she agreed to the lie.

      Reid reaches for his own phone. “I’m calling Grant. We need a full counter-narrative drafted by morning, and I want every detail of that London trip scrubbed from…”

      “No.”

      The word stops him. He goes still, the phone halfway to his ear, his jaw set. I can feel the impulse radiating off him, the need to act, to override, but he doesn’t move. For the first time tonight, I let him see the truth beneath my mask.

      “If you scrub the records, you confirm that there’s something to hide. The trip was logged as an operational assessment. We let the official record speak for itself.”

      “It’s a lie.”

      “It’s our lie. And if we don’t hold the line, Russell Kline won’t need to destroy us. We’ll do it ourselves.”

      He’s silent for a long moment, the phone still in his hand, the weight of his obsession pressing against the air between us like a weather front. Then he sets the phone down on the coffee table, the gesture deliberate, almost reverent.

      “Eighteen days,” he says.

      “Eighteen days,” I repeat. “The deal closes, the board has their acquisition, and the narrative loses oxygen.”

      “And if Russell escalates?”

      I look at the screen again, at the headline that has just declared war on everything I’ve built. “Then we escalate with him. But we do it together. Not you protecting me from the shadows. Not me fighting alone. Together. That was the deal.”

      Reid doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to. The air shifts between us, the power axis tilting toward something that almost feels like equilibrium. We are two people holding a shared secret at the edge of a very long fall, and the only thing keeping us upright is the fact that neither of us has let go.

      Outside, the city blazes with indifferent light. Inside, the clock on my tablet ticks down another hour.

      Seventeen days, fourteen hours, fifty-three minutes.

      The war has come.
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      Reid

      The phone doesn’t shake. Not exactly.

      I’ve spent three years cataloguing Elise Carrow’s tells—the precise pressure she applies to a pen when she’s calculating risk, the way her knuckle whitens before she locks her wrist. The phone is a black slab in her hand, and I watch her thumb press into the case, a micro-adjustment that betrays the entire architecture of her calm. Her face is already smooth, analytical, the mask sliding into place like a visor.

      I set my phone on the coffee table. The marble is cold.

      “Seventeen days,” she says.

      “Seventeen days, twelve hours, nine minutes.”

      She doesn’t ask how I know. The silence between us stretches tight, and I recognize the impulse rising: to act, to reach into the machinery of the world and bend it until she’s safe, until she’s mine without the asterisk of a media siege attached to her name. I don’t move.

      “I need to call Grant.” My voice is the CEO register—level, opaque. It reveals nothing. It promises nothing.

      Elise nods. “I’ll monitor the news cycle.”

      She turns back to her tablet. The dismissal is deliberate. She’s giving me space to do what she knows I’ll do anyway: retreat, strategize, exclude.

      I take the space.

      The study door clicks shut behind me.

      The silence shifts registers. Out there, in the living area, the penthouse still holds the residual warmth of her presence. In here, it’s the low-frequency hum of encrypted servers and the cold blue glow of monitors waking from sleep. The dark glass of the window throws back a man in a bespoke suit at two in the morning, jaw set, fingers already curling toward a closed fist. The predator stares back. I know him. That is the problem.

      The secure console takes my biometrics without complaint: retinal scan, fingerprint, eight-digit passcode. The system authenticates in under five seconds, and the wall of screens resolves into the Langford security architecture—live threat maps, encrypted comm channels, the Specter protocol dormant in its digital cage.

      I open the channel to Grant Dwyer.

      He answers on the first ring. The video feed resolves into a face I’ve trusted for twelve years: broad, impassive, the thousand-yard stare of a man who’s decided that the worst things people do to each other will not get past him to me.

      “Sir.”

      “Kline.”

      Grant doesn’t flinch. “Confirmed. He’s been meeting with stringers from the Financial Times and the Wall Street Journal. Off-record, cash bars, no digital trail. He’s using his old General Counsel contacts to slip around the editorial filters.”

      Russell Kline sat in my boardroom for a decade. He drafted the legal architecture that protected the company through three acquisitions and a hostile takeover attempt. He knows where the seams are because he sewed them himself.

      “What does he have?”

      “Travel logs for the London trip. Hotel receipts. Three internal promotion memos that reference your direct involvement in her CSO appointment.” He pauses. The pause is deliberate. “And he’s implying more. He’s using the phrase ‘material governance failures.’ That’s a legal term of art, Reid. He’s signaling to the board.”

      The board. Chairman Aldridge, who values reputation capital above revenue. Vance, the Audit Committee chair, who’s been looking for a crack in the executive suite since the day Elise’s promotion crossed his desk. The institutional machinery that could vote to remove her, censure me, or turn the Dresden deal into a fire sale.

      “Deep dive,” I say. “I want everything on Kline. Financials, personal liabilities, offshore holdings, the divorce settlement from his second wife. Find the pressure point.”

      “That’s a twenty-four-hour operation minimum.”

      “You have twelve.”

      Grant doesn’t argue. He never argues with me. But something shifts in his expression, a flicker I’ve learned to read.

      “Say it.”

      “There’s another option. Faster. Specter.”

      The word lands in the silence between us like a blade. Grant doesn’t elaborate. He doesn’t have to. Specter means total information access. It means crossing a line that, once crossed, I can never uncross.

      “No.”

      “Understood.”

      “Keep it off the table. But keep it ready.”

      He doesn’t blink. “Understood.”

      The screen goes dark.

      I stare at the Specter icon in the corner of my display. It would be fast. It would be invisible. It would give me the tactical edge to gut Kline before the board committee even convenes. And Elise would find out. She always finds out. That is the price of loving a woman who reads risk matrices for a living: she recognizes the architecture of control no matter how carefully I wrap it in the language of protection.

      I close the window.

      I do not delete it.

      The security schematic fills the screen next. This is the other addiction. The one I don’t name. The penthouse floor plan renders in wireframe, thermal overlays pulsing with the heat signatures of its occupants. There is only one occupant that matters.

      Elise is a bloom of cerulean heat, moving through the living area in a jagged, restless path. From the window to the kitchen island, pause, pivot, back. The rhythm is pure Elise: the physical manifestation of a mind that never stops calculating. I watch her heat signature slow near the pantry, and I know without seeing that she’s pressing her thumb and forefinger together—the small, hidden ritual she never performs in boardrooms, never when I’m in the room. A self-soothing gesture she thinks she’s killed.

      My jaw tightens. My pulse taps out a steady, familiar beat. This is the addiction: the certainty of her presence, the only thing that quiets the static in my head.

      The heat signature stops moving. She’s standing near the windows, her phone in her hand. I can’t see her face. I can’t read her expression. But I know what she’s doing: refreshing the news feed, watching the story metastasize, calculating the angles of attack.

      The phantom sensation of her skin under my hands rises without warning. The memory of the way she turned her head tonight when I noticed the micro-shift in her stance—the way she adjusted her watch strap, a tell she’s never been able to entirely erase. She was assessing me then, deciding whether I was worth the cost of my own instincts.

      I close the schematic. The screen goes dark, and my hands rest on the desk: manicured, still, a predator’s hands in a bespoke suit. I know exactly what I am.

      The living area is colder than I left it.

      Elise stands by the floor-to-ceiling windows, her back to me, her silhouette framed against the Manhattan skyline. The city blazes with indifferent light—the glass towers of Midtown, the financial district I’ve spent fifteen years leveraging for the Dresden acquisition, and none of it has ever mattered. The only thing in the room that matters is the set of her shoulders, the way she’s holding her phone against her ribs like a shield.

      I don’t announce myself. Elise always knows when I enter a room. She tracks presence the way other people track weather.

      “Grant is on it,” I say.

      She turns. Her face is composed, the mask locked tight, but her gaze lifts and settles on me with a precision that feels like a scalpel. She’s cataloguing my tells the way I catalogue hers—the micro-shift in my jaw, the tension in my shoulders, the half-beat delay between her question and my answer. She’s looking for the gaps. She’s been doing it all night, probably since the first time I lied to her about what I was.

      “What does ‘on it’ mean?”

      “It means he’s tracing the source.”

      “Tracing.” She repeats the word like she’s testing its structural integrity. “That’s an interesting verb. It could mean anything from a routine media audit to a full financial excavation of Kline’s offshore holdings.”

      “It means both.”

      The admission costs less than the alternative. But only marginally.

      She crosses her arms. There’s nothing defensive in the way she holds my gaze. “You just spoke to Grant. You’re already moving pieces on the board without me. Tell me what you know, Reid. As a partner.”

      The word lands like a blade slipped between ribs.

      “Kline has been meeting with financial press. He has the London travel logs and the promotion memos. He’s framing it as a governance failure.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s what Grant confirmed.”

      “That’s what you’re telling me Grant confirmed.” She takes a step closer. The distance between us shrinks, but the air doesn’t soften; it tightens. “What are you not telling me, Reid?”

      The question hangs in the space between us. She’s not asking only about Kline. She’s asking about the locked door of the study, the Specter protocol I didn’t delete, the heat signature I watched on the screen like a man watching the last light in a dark room.

      “I’m trying to kill the reflex,” I say. “The reflex to manage you. To manage the truth the way I manage everything else.”

      “Then stop trying and start doing it.”

      I should tell her. The compulsion to confess tightens my jaw, a cold calculation of risk I’ve run a hundred times and never solved. The old machinery doesn’t surrender easily. The instinct to control, to keep the worst of myself locked in a room she can’t enter—it’s older than my love for her. It’s older than the company.

      “Grant asked about reactivating Specter,” I say.

      The name lands in the room like a stone dropped into still water. Elise goes very still. Her fingers tighten on her phone—a fractional movement, but I see it.

      “And what did you tell him?”

      “I told him no.”

      “But you kept it ready.”

      It’s not a question. She knows me too well.

      “Yes.”

      She doesn’t flinch. Elise Carrow doesn’t waste energy on the obvious. Instead, she looks at me with those hazel eyes that miss nothing, that catalogue everything, that see the predator beneath the bespoke suit and refuse to look away.

      “You promised me,” she says. “The night you gave me the Hale Street key. You promised partnership. Not protection. Not surveillance. Not you standing in a locked room deciding which parts of the truth I’m strong enough to handle.”

      “I remember.”

      “Then act like it.”

      The words are quiet and absolutely lethal. They cut through everything I’ve built to justify the last hour.

      My phone buzzes. Then hers. Then the tablet on the coffee table erupts with a cascade of alerts—red banners, Board chat threads, the digital equivalent of a siren.

      The board is calling. The pre-market alerts are firing. The siege has begun.

      Elise doesn’t look away. She stands in the cold light of the city, her arms still crossed, her expression still unreadable, waiting.

      And for the first time in fifteen years, I don’t know which side of the line I’m standing on.
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      Elise

      The tablet vibrates against the obsidian island, a second pulse overlapping the fading buzz of my phone. Then Reid’s phone rattles against the marble coffee table. The cascade of alerts fills the penthouse with a low, dissonant hum, the sound of a corporate nervous system firing in panic.

      I don’t look at Reid. I reach for the tablet and swipe the screen awake.

      The alert banner is red. Langford Holdings internal threat matrix: CRITICAL. Below it, a link to a freshly published article on the Financial Times website. Not a fringe blog. Not a finance forum. The Financial Times.

      I tap the link.

      The article fills the screen. The headline is already there: Langford’s Governance Gap: The CSO’s Rapid Ascent and a Board’s Silence.

      I read.

      The attack opens with my promotion date, then layers in the London trip with clinical chronology: Ms. Carrow accompanied CEO Reid Langford on a three-day operational assessment of Dresden Industries’ London headquarters on March 20–22, eight weeks before her appointment as Chief Strategy Officer was ratified by the board. The dates are correct. The flight records are correct. The hotel booking: two suites, same floor, same reservation code.

      My vision sharpens. The air in the penthouse thins.

      “Questions have been raised,” the article continues, quoting an anonymous source described only as “a former general counsel at Langford Holdings,” “about whether Ms. Carrow’s qualifications were independently assessed or whether her personal proximity to the CEO accelerated her trajectory in ways that constitute a material governance failure.”

      Material governance failure. The phrase is legal-grade, calibrated to trigger board liability concerns and SEC disclosure obligations. Russell didn’t leak gossip. He filed an indictment using the Financial Times as his courtroom.

      “The source,” I say, my voice flat and cold. “He’s not hiding. He’s practically signing his name.”

      Reid has moved to my side. I feel him before I see him, the shift in air pressure, the cedar-and-smoke scent cutting through the sterile climate control. His gaze is fixed on the screen, his jaw set in that way that means he’s already calculating counter-moves, already reaching for the levers of his empire.

      “He quoted the London trip,” he says. “The promotion memos.”

      “He quoted everything that makes the timeline look like a favor.”

      I keep scrolling. The article doesn’t mention Protocol 11-B by name. It doesn’t reference the hack or the security audit or the classified stress test that supposedly justified my hiring. It doesn’t need to. Russell isn’t attacking the truth of the ghost narrative. He’s attacking the optics of my rise: the proximity, the timing, the closed-door meetings with the CEO that preceded every professional milestone I’ve achieved.

      The weight of the trap settles, structural and cold. He’s making our protection look like the proof of our corruption.

      “The Board’s statement,” I read aloud. “‘The Langford Holdings Board of Directors has not received formal notification of any governance review at this time.’”

      I note the shift. In the initial alert, the Board had declined to comment. Now they’ve issued a placeholder, waiting to see which way the wind blows before they commit to defending me.

      Reid says nothing.

      I set the tablet down on the obsidian. The surface is cold, but my hands are colder.

      “There’s a secondary attack vector,” I say. “He’s planted a question about the Protocol 11-B timeline without naming it. Look at this paragraph.”

      I point to the screen. “Separately, internal documents reviewed by the Financial Times indicate that a classified security protocol was authorized by Mr. Langford’s office shortly before Ms. Carrow’s formal employment began, raising further questions about the chronological overlap between her personal relationship with the CEO and her professional standing within the company.”

      “He knows,” Reid says.

      “He suspects. If he knew, he’d name it. He’d publish the dates. He’s fishing.”

      “And the Board will demand answers anyway.”

      The word Board cuts through the analytical haze. I look up from the tablet and meet Reid’s gaze. His eyes are dark, predatory, locked on me with an intensity that would have made me flinch three years ago. Now it just makes me tired.

      “The emergency line,” I say. “Your phone. It wasn’t just the alert. Someone’s calling now.”

      He glances at his phone. The screen glows with a new incoming attempt: Chairman Aldridge’s private line. The call he ignored earlier.

      “Take it,” I say. “I need to finish the deconstruction anyway.”

      He hesitates. The pause is fractional, half a second, maybe less. The old reflex warring with the new promise. The locked study door, the Specter protocol he didn’t delete, the heat signature he watched on a screen instead of walking out to stand beside me.

      “Elise.”

      “Take the call, Reid. I’m not going anywhere.”

      He takes the call.

      He steps toward the windows, phone pressed to his ear, his voice dropping into the low, authoritative register he uses for board conversations. I turn back to the tablet and force myself to read the article again, line by line, the way I’d read a risk matrix or a compliance filing. Data points. Vulnerabilities. Strategic options.

      The article is structured in four sections. The first establishes my promotion as unusually rapid by industry standards. The second deploys the London trip as chronological evidence of personal entanglement. The third introduces the anonymous source and the “material governance failure” framing. The fourth, the longest, speculates about what the Board knew and when.

      The fourth section is where Russell has planted his landmine.

      “A spokesperson for the Audit Committee, which oversees executive appointments and conflicts of interest, declined to comment on whether Ms. Carrow’s recusal from matters involving Mr. Langford’s direct oversight had ever been formally discussed.”

      Recusal. He’s using the word recusal.

      The trap snaps into focus with terrifying clarity. Russell isn’t just trying to expose our relationship. He’s trying to force the Board into a governance crisis. If the Audit Committee formally recommends my recusal from decisions involving Reid’s oversight, decisions that include the Dresden acquisition, the restructuring, half my operational portfolio, I become a CSO in title only. A figurehead. A scandal with an office.

      And if I refuse to recuse, I confirm every accusation of favoritism he’s planted.

      The adrenaline crystallizes. My pulse stays flat, a steady metronome against the stillness of my body. I force my hands still on the cold obsidian. The chill grounds me.

      Reid is still on the phone. I hear fragments of his conversation: “emergency convening,” “pre-market briefing,” “legal exposure.” The words don’t resolve into meaning. The only thing that resolves is the trap, the perfect, inescapable architecture of Russell’s attack.

      Then Reid’s hand closes over mine.

      His palm is warm, his grip immovable. He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t look at me. He’s still on the phone with Chairman Aldridge, still navigating the institutional machinery that’s trying to grind us both into dust, but his hand is on mine and the pressure is a command: hold steady.

      I look down at our hands. His knuckles are white. I note the rare crack in the CEO’s armor.

      I don’t pull away. Neither does he.

      He ends the call a minute later. The silence rushes back in, thicker than before, and when he finally releases my hand, the absence of his warmth feels like a door closing.

      “The Board is convening an emergency session at seven AM,” he says. “Aldridge wants a preliminary briefing by five. He’s asking whether you should be present.”

      “Whether I should be present.” I repeat the words, testing them for structural integrity. “He’s already trying to manage the optics. He wants to discuss me without me in the room.”

      “He wants to discuss the governance exposure. You’re the governance exposure.”

      The bluntness lands without sting. I’ve spent three years as the governance exposure; I’ve just been waiting for the Board to realize it.

      “Russell’s playing a deeper game than I thought,” I say. “The article isn’t just a smear. It’s a procedural trap. He’s forcing the recusal conversation. If the Audit Committee recommends I step back from decisions involving your oversight.”

      “The Dresden deal collapses.” Reid’s voice is flat. Hard. “You’re the architect of the European compliance framework. If you recuse, we lose our lead strategist eighteen days from closing. If you don’t recuse, we hand Russell a second headline about the Board protecting a compromised executive.”

      “And either way, the ‘material governance failure’ narrative becomes self-fulfilling.”

      The realization hangs in the air between us like smoke. The ghost narrative, Protocol 11-B, the authorized stress test, the careful architecture of our lie, was supposed to protect us. It was supposed to give the Board a reason for my hiring that didn’t involve Reid’s obsession or my crimes. And now Russell has weaponized it. The very thing that made me look legitimate has become the evidence of my corruption.

      Reid’s jaw tightens. He’s still standing close, the warmth of him a barrier against the cold air from the windows.

      “I’m calling the crisis team,” he says. “Grant. Legal. Communications. We meet in the study at three AM.”

      I wait for the invitation. The open door. The partnership he almost offered.

      “I’ll handle it.”

      The words land like a deadbolt sliding home.

      I don’t argue. I don’t plead. I let the silence stretch until it becomes a second door between us.

      “Then handle it,” I say.

      He turns toward the study. His phone is already in his hand, already dialing. The penthouse, a command center, settles into the cold hum of a war room. Outside, the city blazes with indifferent light. Inside, the clock keeps ticking.

      Seventeen days, eleven hours, thirty-nine minutes.

      I watch him walk away. And while he builds his strategy behind a closed door, I will build mine. In the bedroom, on my own tablet. Away from him.

      The siege has begun. And I am not waiting to be told what the strategy is.

      I am constructing it. Alone.
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      Reid

      Grant's face on the monitor is a mask of professional grimness, but it's the Specter icon in the corner of my screen that's actually whispering to me. A small, black glyph, dormant, patient. I don't click it. I don't close it. It lives there, a persistent shadow in my system tray, like a loaded magazine in a drawer I've promised not to open.

      The study is blue with monitor light, the only illumination in the penthouse at three in the morning. The crisis team's faces tile across three screens: Grant, Miller from communications, the external PR strategist whose retainer is obscene enough to guarantee silence. Their voices fill the room with clipped, professional concern. The leather of my chair is cold against my back, the blackout curtains heavy against the windows, muting the city to a faint, amber bleed.

      "The Financial Times piece is spreading to the wires," Miller says. Sharp-eyed, mid-forties, a woman who has buried stronger men than Russell Kline. "Reuters is picking up the governance angle. We have maybe ninety minutes before the morning shows run with it."

      Grant's tone is flat. "Kline's already using the article to bait more sources. Two additional stringers have reached out to former Langford employees in the last hour."

      I lean back. The leather creaks. "He's trying to create a chorus. Anonymous voices, all singing the same note. We don't play to his rhythm."

      "Then what's the play?" Miller again.

      "Lockdown." I let the word settle. "Effective immediately, all media inquiries route through this office. No one speaks to the press without my authorization. No statements from the executive floor, no off-record briefings, no leaks."

      "And Ms. Carrow?" the PR strategist asks. His face is a careful blank.

      The name lands like a pressure change. I feel it in my jaw.

      "Ms. Carrow is blacked out. No contact with any press. None. Her office phone routes to the communications desk. Her emails are screened. If a reporter gets within fifty feet of her, Grant, that's your failure."

      Grant's expression doesn't shift. "Understood."

      "The narrative we're pushing is simple." I pull up the draft statement on my private screen, the one none of them can see. "The London trip was an operational assessment. I made the executive decision to bring Ms. Carrow along in a subordinate capacity. She had no influence over the agenda, no role in the negotiations beyond note-taking. Her presence was my call, not hers. Any suggestion otherwise is a misreading of the timeline."

      The silence that follows is the silence of people who know they're being asked to lie professionally. Miller's gaze flicks away from her camera. The PR strategist studies his own hands.

      "That strips her agency from the narrative," Miller says, and there's a thread of unease in her voice. "It frames her as a follower, not a strategist."

      "I don't care about her agency. I care about the legal firewall."

      I'm still looking at my screen when I catch it: a reflection in the darkened monitor, a slim silhouette in the doorway behind me. Elise. She hasn't made a sound.

      I turn the chair. She stands in the center of the room, still in her work clothes, black blazer, pencil skirt, her hair secured in that knot that looks structural. She hasn't slept. I don't know if I have either. She couldn't stay in the bedroom while I managed her from a distance, and now she's here, and the air in the study shifts from controlled to volatile.

      "Ms. Carrow." Grant's voice is careful.

      She doesn't acknowledge him. She's looking at my screen. At the statement I was about to send.

      "You're writing me out of my own promotion," she says. Her voice is calm. Clinical. The tone she uses in boardrooms when she's about to dismantle someone's entire argument.

      I turn the chair fully. "I'm managing a media crisis."

      "You're treating me like a toxic asset. A liability to be liquidated before it infects the balance sheet."

      The crisis team's faces flicker on the screens. Miller's mouth opens, some reflexive attempt at mediation. The PR strategist has gone very still. They're watching us like an accident unfolding in slow motion.

      Elise takes a step closer to the nearest screen, her reflection ghosting over Miller's face. "The statement you're drafting frames the London trip as your decision. It says I was a subordinate. A note-taker. It says I had no influence. You're not protecting me. You're erasing me."

      Miller glances at me through the screen. I cut her off with a single word.

      "Out."

      I reach for the call controls and kill the connection. The screens snap to black one by one, each of them a door slamming shut. Miller's face vanishes. The PR strategist blinks out. Grant lingers a half-second longer than the others, something unreadable in his expression, and then he's gone too.

      The silence is immediate and absolute. The only light left is the cold blue glow from my dormant displays and the faint amber bleeding through the blackout curtains. The hum of the monitors fills the space where voices used to be, a low, electronic pressure.

      Elise stands in the center of the room, her arms at her sides, her posture a perfect, rigid line. The air between us is thick with the scent of her perfume and the static heat of an argument that's been building since I closed the study door and told her I'd handle it.

      "You just shut down your own crisis team," she says.

      "They work for me. They'll call back."

      "And if I'd let them leave, they'd be executing a strategy that destroys my credibility before the board even convenes. You're making me look like a favor, Reid. A token. A woman who followed the CEO to London with a notepad and got a C-suite office as a reward."

      "I'm making you look blameless."

      "You're making me look like a kept woman. The kind who trades silence for a title."

      She doesn't shout. Elise doesn't shout. She delivers the words like a scalpel, and they cut just as deeply.

      I stand. The height difference puts me a full head above her, and I feel the space between us compress. The cold monitor light throws my shadow across the floor, swallowing the polished hardwood between us. "The Financial Times has your travel records, your promotion memos, and a former general counsel who's framing this as a governance scandal. If we give them a narrative where you were a decision-maker, a peer, a woman who climbed faster than anyone in Langford history, they will say you climbed into my bed. That's not a guess. That's the next headline."

      "And your solution is to make me invisible."

      "My solution is to absorb the hit. I have the mass, Elise. I have fifteen years of reputation capital, a board that fears me more than it distrusts me, and a balance sheet that can survive a scandal. You have eighteen days until the Dresden deal closes and a board that's already asking if you should be in the room. If I put you in front of the cameras and let Russell take shots at you, you won't survive the week."

      She's silent for a long moment. I watch her process the words, her gaze flicking from my face to the darkened screens and back again. She's not conceding. She's recalibrating.

      "You're trying to save the girl you broke in 2012, Reid." Her voice drops, soft and lethal. "But that girl is dead."

      The words hit me in the chest. I feel the air thin, the way it does in the seconds before a verdict.

      "She died the night you covered up those seven deaths. She died when you built the restitution fund to bury the truth. And you've been trying to resurrect her ever since." She takes a step toward me, closing the distance to something dangerous. "You're not protecting me from Russell. You're protecting me from your own guilt. You think if you can take all the fire now, it'll balance the scales. Absolve you. But I am not your redemption, Reid. I am not the girl you broke."

      My jaw tightens until I feel the ache in my molars. The study feels smaller, the monitors pressing in, the weight of the blackout curtains sealing us in.

      "I made the decision," I say, and my voice comes out low, rough. "The 2012 deaths happened on my watch. I chose the cover-up. I built the restitution fund. I am the one Russell wants, and I am the one who will pay the price. You are not going to be collateral damage for a crime you didn't commit."

      Her jaw shifts. I see it: the micro-movement of muscle, the fractional adjustment of her weight. She's preparing to strike.

      "You told me once," she says, her voice dropping to something soft and lethal, "that my cooperation was non-negotiable."

      The room goes very still.

      The words hang in the air between us, and I feel

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Consumed
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        One
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Consumed


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/consumed-3000x4500.jpg
BLAIR SWANSON










