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CHAPTER 1: The Veto
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Location: The Orchid Villa (Clara’s Suite) • Time: 02:30 AM

Clayton had Clara by the hair, his fist twisted deep into the blonde at the back of her skull. The sheer, desperate momentum of his lunge dragged her off the plush cushion of the armchair. Her bare knees hit the freezing marble floor with a painful crack, missing the jagged shards of the shattered champagne flute by inches.

"Scream!" Clayton spat, his breath hot and sour with whiskey, his other hand gripping the heavy leather of his Hermès belt. "Scream for me!"

Without his belt holding them up, his ruined linen trousers slipped down his narrow hips, pooling around his ankles. He kicked them away with a clumsy, violent jerk, standing fully exposed in the blue light, desperate to cast the shadow of a monster. He stood over her in his dress socks and shirt tails, waiting for the terror. He needed the sound of her begging to fix the shattered pieces of his ego.

Clara knelt on the cold marble, her neck arched back in his grip. She braced for the familiar spike of terror, the shame that had governed her for three years. She waited.

Nothing came.

Instead, the pressurized air of the suite filled with the audio from the wall-mounted monitor behind him. Thwack. "Please!" Thwack.

The grainy security feed was still looping—Lockie, the massive Australian rugby player, shoving the sobbing Senator into the mud.

Clara looked up at the man holding her hair. She didn't see the Titan of the Intelligence Committee. She saw a pale, shivering man in his fifties with skin the color of curdled milk. She saw the terrified, frantic look in his eyes. And below his soft, hanging stomach...

A bubble of sound escaped Clara’s throat. It wasn't a sob. It was a high, crystalline laugh.

Clayton froze. The iron grip on her hair suddenly loosened. "What? What was that? What are you doing?"

Clara pulled away from his slackened hand and sat back on her heels. Her body began to shake with silent, tear-streaming mirth. She pointed over his shoulder at the TV screen.

"Look at him go," Clara giggled, her voice sharp and cruel. "He looks like a turtle on his back."

Clayton spun around, his eyes locking onto the digital evidence of his ruin. "Turn it off!" he shrieked, the sound tearing out of his throat. He dropped the leather belt to the floor and scrambled toward the wall, looking for a remote, a cord, anything to stop the feed. "Turn it off! That’s illegal! That’s a fabrication! That’s fake news!"

Clara stood up. She didn't back away. She stepped into the blue light, letting her silk robe slip off one shoulder. She looked vibrant, strong, and utterly out of his league.

"It’s not a fabrication, Clayton," Clara said, her eyes bright and cold. "It’s a highlight reel."

The Senator spun back to her, his face turning a violent, blotchy purple. "You think that’s funny? Do you think you can laugh at me? I am the one who made you! I am the signature on every check that keeps your family fed! I am a Titan!"

He puffed out his chest, stepping into the blue light, fully exposed. "I am going to enjoy this. I am going to punish you."

Clara finally looked away from the screen. She looked at the man standing before her—the "Titan" who was currently shivering in his dress socks and shirt tails.

She looked at his face. Then, she looked down.

The laughter stopped, replaced by a silence that was far worse.

"Is that it?" she whispered.

He flinched as if slapped. "What?"

Clara leaned forward, her eyes narrowing. "That," she said, gesturing to the monitor where the on-screen Clayton was currently begging for mercy, "showed a man on his knees. But this..." She pointed a long, manicured finger at his groin. "This shows a turtle afraid to come out of its shell."

The Senator’s anatomy was shriveled, hiding from the frigid air and the brutal memory of Lockie’s audit.

"Shut up!" Clayton screamed, his hands twitching by his sides. "I'll have your career in the dirt! I'll strip you!"

"Well?" she said, her voice dropping to a mock-sweet whisper. "Come on then, Senator. You said you were going to teach me a lesson. I’m right here."

She smiled—a cruel, knowing smile. "I'm ready. Take me. Show me what a big, powerful man you are. Show me the meaning of fear."

Clayton stumbled back, his bare heels hitting the marble. "I... I will," he stammered, his hand reaching down frantically, trying to coax life into his body. "Just... you wait."

"You're going to what?" Clara laughed again, a jagged sound that bounced off the lofty ceilings. "You can't even find it, Senator. Is it hiding? Is it scared of the big, bad rugby player?"

She took another step. He took another step back, hitting the wall.

"Come on," she goaded. "Do it. Put it in. Violate me, Senator. That's what you wanted, isn't it? To finally dominate the tennis girl?" She pointed at his groin. "Oh. Wait. It looks like you voted 'Present' instead of 'Yes'. Does that happen often in the Subcommittee?"

She threw her head back, laughing hysterically.

"Stop it!" Clayton shrieked, his face crumpling. "It's the stress! It's the Island! That man... he touched me! I'm the victim! I paid five million dollars for the Alpha package and I am being attacked!"

"He touched you? You poor baby," Clara mocked, leaning in close enough to smell the whiskey on his breath. "The Alpha package is doing wonders for your package."

Clara broke out in laughter again at her joke. "Does your wife know? Does she fake it, so it doesn’t hurt your fragile little ego? Is your whole life a 'Present' vote?"

Clayton let out a strangled sob. The delusion shattered. He wasn't a monster. He was just an impotent old man in a cold room.

He scrambled for his trousers, tripping over his own feet, clutching the waistband to his chest like a toddler.

"You're sick!" he wailed, backing toward the glass doors. "You're a demon! What happened to my nice little intern?"

"Run along, Senator," Clara called out, turning back to the monitor where the loop was starting again. "Go find the rugby player. Maybe he can help with your impotence issue."

Clayton turned and fled, bursting out into the jungle night, his sobbing echoing back into the suite.

Clara stood alone in the silence. She looked at her hands. Steady as steel.

The television flickered. The loop of Clayton vanished, replaced by a wall of heavy, gray static.

From the shadow of the open hallway, a figure stepped into the blue light of the suite. It was Lena. Her dark silk suit was pressed to a geometric precision, every line exact, as though she had been assembled rather than dressed. Her heels clicked against the marble with a slow, predatory rhythm.

"Assessment complete," Lena said softly, the 60Hz hum of her voice cutting through the chill of the room. "The Mainland frequency has been deleted."

Clara stared at the Architect of the Grid. She didn't flinch. She walked over to the ice bucket, pulled out the open bottle of champagne, and brought it directly to her lips. It tasted like victory.

"Second set, tiebreak," Clara whispered.

Lena smiled. "Not yet, Neophyte. The tournament is just beginning."
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