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  Chapter 152 Rhys's POV: Married Misery

"Who was that?" Rhys asked the moment Catherine stepped inside.

She didn't answer right away. She just shut the door and fussed with her scarf as if it was stuck.

"'The woman in the car," he said. "You pulled up nearly half an hour ago. Just now decided to come in?"

"She's a friend."

"Then why didn't you invite her in?" He moved toward the window. The woman was getting into another car. "She looks familiar. Have I met her?"

"Don't think so." Catherine slid past him. "You're home early. Not busy at the office?"

Nice try. "And you're home late. You're seven months in, Catherine. What the hell are you doing out driving? The doctor said bed rest. Mum told you to stay put."

She didn't respond. She just kept walking.

He followed her into the dining room.

Louisa was already seated, eating quietly.

Willow was glued to her phone.

Clive wasn't home.

Same old picture.

Catherine reached across the table. "Willow, pass the salt?"

Willow shoved the pepper shaker closer without looking up.

Rhys sat down. "You need to take this seriously. Running around like this—it's not good for the baby."

Catherine tightened her grip on her fork and stared at her plate.

"She needs rest," Louisa said, not looking up. "If she loses the baby, it'll be her own fault."

No one corrected her.

Rhys used to.

He used to get in the middle of these rows.

Ever since that car-crash of a wedding, it had been non-stop.

When Catherine's real identity came out, things only got worse.

Clive had demanded an annulment.

Said Catherine tricked Rhys under false pretenses, that she was never the Vances' daughter.

Louisa nearly had a second heart attack.

She kept repeating how she'd known something was off and that Mirabelle would have been the better choice.

Maybe Rhys had been stubborn.

Maybe he'd wanted to prove them wrong.

Or maybe he did love Catherine. Not the idea of her—the actual woman.

Whatever it was, he'd defended her. Loudly.

In the end, the pregnancy had silenced everyone.

That, and Clive's paranoia about the public finding out.

They buried the story.

Catherine stayed.

But lately... lately Rhys found himself saying less.

Especially when Louisa brought up Mirabelle and made her comparisons.

It wasn't that he agreed, exactly.

It was just hard to deny the facts.

Mirabelle had built something at Nyx.

Now she had her own studio.

She kept working, even after marrying Ashton Laurent, a man even Rhys had to grudgingly admit was richer and more powerful than himself—not that he'd ever admit it out loud.

Catherine had quit the day she found out she was pregnant.

She'd never taken the job of being Rhys's secretary seriously anyway.

And now she spent her time shopping and having tea with friends.

And then there was her so-called half-brother, always calling, always asking for money.

He claimed it was for his sick father, but Rhys knew better.

How was he supposed to defend any of that?

So he didn't.

After dinner, once Willow vanished upstairs and Louisa started wiping down the table, Catherine drifted into the living room.

"Did you see the news?" she asked, hovering near him. "Mirabelle's getting dragged online. Apparently, she refused to work with some struggling actress. People are calling her a snob."

Rhys glanced at her. "Really?"

She handed him her phone. Her nails tapped against the screen. "It's all over. Look at the comments."

He scrolled. Harper Foster. That name rang a bell. "That's who she turned down?"

Catherine nodded. "Thinks she's above regular clients now."

"Doesn't sound like her. She took every job at Nyx. She cares about her work. Wouldn't turn someone away without a reason."

He handed the phone back without meeting her eye.

She locked it sharply.

He stood to fetch his coffee, but paused. "Wait. Harper—was that the woman I saw you with earlier? In the car?"

"No," Catherine said too fast.

"Really?"

"Really."

He didn't press her.

In his study, he sat down and opened Instagram.

Mirabelle's latest post mentioned 'The Aureate Awards – Preliminary Qualifier'.

He almost left a comment. Didn't.

A knock at the door.

Catherine stepped in. "Rhys, can I talk to you?"

"What about?"

She hesitated. "Jace."

And there it was. He bristled. "He wants money again? How many times have I told you to say no to him? He's living at my penthouse, eating my food, and now he wants me to fund his gambling habit? Cathy, you've got to put your foot down. He's your half-brother. That doesn't make him your problem."

Her face flushed. "I know, but he's all the family I've got left—"

"And I'm not your family? Mum, Dad, Willow—none of us count?"

"Do they see me as family, Rhys?" she snapped. "Really? Your father looks at me like something the cat dragged in. Your mum never shuts up about dear Mirabelle. Your sister acts like I'm invisible. And you—"

Her eyes dropped to his phone, screen up on the desk.

She was across the room in two steps and snatched it off the table. "You're cyberstalking Mirabelle. Rhys. Seriously?"

He snatched his phone back. "I'm not stalking her."

"Then why were you on her profile?"

"Just checking up—" He trailed off.

No good excuse came.

So he snapped instead. "Mind your own business, Cathy. At least Mirabelle's got a career. She's not mooching off anyone. And she's not enabling some parasite of a brother. You, block Jace's number. Get back to bed. Are you trying to kill the baby, jumping around like that?"

He stormed out.


  Chapter 153 Disqualified

Yvaine and I had breakfast at her shop, then I headed into my studio to get things ready for the day.

When the call came, I was excited.

"Miss Vance, this is Nathan Liddicoat from the organizing committee of the Aureate Awards."

"Good morning."

I'd just passed the preliminaries and qualified as an independent designer.

I assumed he was calling to confirm the next round.

"We regret to inform you that you've been disqualified from the competition."

"Sorry—what?" I sat up straighter. "Could you say that again?"

He did.

"Why? Was there an issue with my submission? I can—"

"There's nothing wrong with your design," he said. His tone was stiff, with a hint of discomfort. "But someone reported you."

"Reported me for what?"

"There've been some negative posts about your studio. Allegations that you turn customers away at the door and only work with celebrities who can pay premium fees."

"That's absolute bullshit." I kept my voice steady, but it took effort. "This is about Harper Foster, isn't it? That video was fake. She set the whole thing up—"

"Regardless, the fact is you've worked with Miss Octavia Grey but not Miss Foster. One's a major star, the other's still unknown. I'm not making assumptions, but—"

"Sounds like you are," I cut in, cold.

He cleared his throat. "We've had multiple complaints. Different names, different emails. And you understand, our sponsors—major brands—are sensitive to controversy. They want winners they can market, not ones caught up in online backlash. I'm sorry. Maybe you can apply again in three years."

The line went dead.

I stared at the phone, listening to the empty tone in my ear.

I had no idea how long I sat there.

The room was silent, the air still.

Then shouting from across the street snapped me out of it.

I stood up stiffly, crossed to the window.

Outside, a crowd had gathered in front of Sugar & Whim.

Mostly girls. All of them loud, angry, shoving forward.

I ran.

The girls were holding up phones, filming, streaming, yelling over each other.

"That's her! That's the one who slapped Harper! Her name's Yvaine Carlisle. She got Harper fired!"

The shouting didn't stop.

They kept filming Yvaine like she was a zoo exhibit.

One of them panned her camera across the cake displays, then zoomed in on Yvaine's face.

The rest packed in behind, elbowing past tables, shoving out regulars.

Boxes tipped over.

One girl knocked over a tray of mini meringues and didn't even glance down.

Yvaine tried talking. "I had nothing to do with her job."

They didn't care.

No one listened.

Dozens of them squeezed inside, loud, hot, hysterical.

Yvaine was cornered by the counter, trapped.

She shouted for her staff to call the police.

That made it worse.

They surged forward again, pushing her back into the corner.

Phones still filming.

More girls pushed through the door.

One of them stood on a chair.

I shoved through the crowd.

A girl elbowed my ribs.

Another one stepped on my foot.

I finally got in front of Yvaine.

She looked boxed in, flushed, breathing hard, her shoulder pressed against the espresso machine.

I stood in front of her.

"What exactly are you trying to do here?" I said loudly. "All of you. You think this is justice? Ganging up on a woman?"

One of them snapped back, "We're not touching her. We're just speaking out for Harper!"

"She lost her job because of this woman," another shouted. "She had a script lined up and now it's gone!"

"This bitch thinks she's untouchable. Just because she's got money and connections—"

"She tried to blacklist Harper!"

"She stole Harper's man, and now she's bitter she didn't win!"

"Even if Harper's blacklisted, the truth has to come out! Everyone, keep your livestreams running! Let the whole city see what she's really like!"

I looked around at the cameras.

They were all pointed at us.

Faces flushed. Eyes shining like they were high off their own outrage.

They were out for blood.

Yvaine kept trying. "I had nothing to do with the blacklisting. Go ask her agency. And I wasn't fighting her for a man. That's not what this is."

"You're lying!" someone shrieked. "You've got money and connections. Harper's just a normal girl. She never stood a chance against someone like you!"

The circle around us kept tightening.

One girl in front had her camera angled inches from Yvaine's face.

I clenched my teeth and shoved down the urge to yell.

No good screaming at a mob.

"Think for a second," I said, loud enough to cut through the noise. "You're being used. None of you know if she was blacklisted. None of you saw a damn script. The only person who knows the full story is Harper, and she sent all of you here to make a scene while she sits safe at home. If someone gets arrested today, it's not going to be her. It'll be you. And that record? That sticks."

My mouth was dry.

My voice cracked a little on the last line.

A few of them hesitated, fidgeting, glancing around.

Then a girl behind them shouted, "Don't listen to her! She's twisting everything! She's trying to make Harper look bad!"

"We're not leaving till Harper gets justice!"

The ones at the front pushed harder, holding their phones out like they wanted to jam the lenses into our teeth.

Someone tripped.

A table toppled.

Crockery crashed to the floor and smashed.

That was it.

A fuse had been lit.

"Fuck it, let's just hit her! Give Harper the revenge she deserves!"

"There's two of them and dozens of us. Let's go!"


  Chapter 154 Mob

Hands came at us.

Yvaine and I both caught the first wrists before they could land.

One phone flew out of someone's grip and hit the floor with a clack.

The second row surged forward the moment the first took a swing.

It was like someone had thrown a switch.

They shoved in, jostling one another to get closer.

Phones, elbows, bags—everything hit at once.

Yvaine's staff tried to step in.

A couple of them linked arms and moved to block the crowd.

That only made it worse.

The fans shoved back harder, screeching about being manhandled, clawing and thrashing.

Someone shrieked.

Someone else swore.

One girl rammed her shoulder into a shop girl's chest like they were in a rugby match.

It turned into a brawl.

Not even a proper one.

Just limbs flying and people tripping over handbags and folding stools.

Yvaine and I got boxed into a corner, but no one could reach us through the chaos.

Her staff took the brunt of it.

Most of them were barely out of school, skinny, nervous, and completely outnumbered.

One girl, maybe five foot nothing, got shoved flat on her back.

She hit the floor hard and didn't move right away.

Tables went flying.

Chairs crashed.

A ring light hit the floor and snapped in half.

One of the photo setups collapsed like scaffolding in a storm.

The glass cabinet by the counter exploded on impact.

Pastries, shards, icing, and blood.

Someone slipped.

Someone else went down on their hands and came up screaming with red smeared down their palm.

I shouted, "This is insane. Someone's going to end up in a body bag. Did anyone call the cops?"

"We did! They're on the way!"

Yvaine and I kept ducking blows, half crouched, trying to shield the ones still standing.

My shin stung.

Her arm was bleeding.

One of the fans tried to kick me.

I grabbed her ankle and shoved her back into the mess.

Then I heard it. A sound that cut through the noise like a whip crack.

"Enough!"

We both looked up.

Cassian Langford was storming in.

Six foot something, broad shoulders, pressed shirt now rumpled from pushing through.

He crossed the room in seconds.

He reached us, grabbed Yvaine's wrist, and started dragging her towards the back.

Yvaine yanked herself loose. "What the hell are you doing here? Going to help Harper's little army beat the crap out of me too?"

"Jesus, can you not?" His voice cracked with irritation. "I'm here to get you out."

"No one asked you to play hero. Go be useless somewhere else."

"You're bleeding," he snapped. "Maybe stop picking fights for two minutes."

Before she could come up with something worse to say, one of the girls on the left swung a chair straight at us.

Cassian turned, stepped in front, and caught the hit full-force across his back.

The chair cracked.

He didn't fall, but his whole body jerked.

His breath hissed through his teeth.

He ended up slammed against Yvaine, pinning her to the wall.

She twisted away from him instantly.

"Don't touch me. I didn't ask for your damn help."

Cassian looked like he was about to throttle her. "You think I want to be here catching chairs with my spine? I was passing by."

"Then keep walking."

"You're welcome," he muttered, still shielding her with one arm.

The crowd surged again.

A girl lunged, fists swinging.

Cassian blocked the blow with his shoulder and shoved Yvaine tighter between him and the wall.

She didn't like it—rolled her eyes, shoved at his chest—but didn't push him off.

I kept an eye on them while trying to hold off a girl who had one of our mannequin arms like a weapon.

Yvaine reached out and yanked me behind her.

That left Cassian with both of us smashed against him while more fans clawed at his back.

I heard him swear under his breath.

His arms braced on either side of us, trying to keep the wall behind and the chaos in front.

There wasn't enough room to fight back.

He couldn't even move.

One of the girls elbowed him hard in the ribs.

His jaw clenched.

A moment later, he doubled over slightly, like something inside gave way.

He didn't drop, but he spat out blood onto the floor next to my boot.

"Oh, for fuck's sake," I muttered.

The sirens cut through the noise.

Police flooded the entrance a second later.

The screaming stopped.

Most of the girls backed up immediately, phones shaking in their hands, livestreams still running.

"Shut off your phones. Now," one officer barked. "Who started this?"

Yvaine shoved herself out from behind Cassian's protective arms. "It was them!" she yelled, pointing at the group of girls. "They barged in and just went crazy."

The officers quickly took statements, checked the store's CCTV, and confirmed it was the fans who threw the first punch.

The troublemakers were hauled away, while we were given time to deal with the aftermath before we had to go down to the station.

Yvaine went to check on the injured employees.

Two of the girls were badly hurt, and she called an ambulance straight away.

I could hear Cassian mumbling something about his own injuries, but Yvaine ignored him.

"I just saved your ass back there, and not even a 'thank you'?" he muttered. "Stop cleaning up. That's not important right now. You two should head to the hospital."

I shot him a glare. "Don't act like you're some hero, Cassian. The whole damn thing's your fault."

He scowled. "How the hell is any—"

"If you hadn't let Harper Foster run loose, none of this would've happened. You couldn't even keep your little plaything in check. Pathetic."


  Chapter 155 Fallout

I was beyond pissed.

I didn't care how hard he'd tried to play the knight in shining armor.

I was fed up.

"You really think we're going to thank you for getting in the way? You cheated on Yvaine. You screwed Harper. When she came to my studio to start trouble, you said you'd handle it, keep her on a leash. Now look." I swept an arm over the glass shards and smashed cakes on the floor. "If this is you helping, I don't even want to think about what happens when you're trying to make a mess."

Cassian opened his mouth as if he was going to defend himself, but then closed it, his eyes flicking to the wreckage around us.

What was there left to say?

He knew I was right.

He fumbled for his phone, his fingers stiff as he dialed.

"Shut Harper Foster down," he growled into the phone. "Everything. Her work, her accounts, everything. If I see her on any platform again, you're all out of a job. Got it?"

His voice carried across the room, meant for both Yvaine and me to hear.

But neither of us reacted.

I grabbed Yvaine's arm, pulling her to her feet. "Stop cleaning the glass. You're going to slice your hand open if you're not careful."

Then I looked at Cassian with flat eyes. "You know, the store's completely trashed. We won't be opening for days. Since all this happened because of you, you can pay for it."

He ground his teeth. "Fine. I'll pay."

I stared at him, waiting. "Is that it? Just paying for the repairs?"

"What else do you want me to do?"

He hesitated, then turned to Yvaine, his tone softer. "I'm sorry."

Yvaine said nothing.

I took her arm. "Come on, let's get out of here. We're going to the hospital."

We hadn't even made it to the door when the sound of screeching tires pierced the air.

Two black cars shot down the street, pulling up right outside the cake shop.

As the brakes screamed, Ashton and Emmett jumped out.

Emmett made it in first.

His eyes locked onto Cassian, and before anyone could say a word, his fist collided with Cassian's jaw.

The blow caught him completely off guard.

Cassian stumbled back, his hand bracing against the nearest table to stop himself from hitting the floor.

Emmett's face was thundercloud-dark as he loomed over Cassian.

One punch wasn't enough.

He wanted more.

But Cassian, still reeling from the first hit, managed to raise his arms just in time to block Emmett's next swing.

The pain from the punch had lit a fuse in him. "The last time you hit me, I let it go. But this time? I didn't do a damn thing!"

Emmett's rage flared.

He rolled up his sleeves. "You've got some nerve. Harper's been causing trouble for days, and she's your mess. You're lucky I didn't bring a gun."

Ashton came up to me, eyes sweeping me head to toe. "Hospital."

"I was just going," I said. "But I'm fine, mostly."

"You didn't look fine in the videos." He was making a visible effort to rein in his temper.

"Did you just come from a meeting?" I glanced down at his hand. "You're still holding a laser pointer."

His fingers were curled tight around it. "Never mind about the bloody meeting. Why didn't you call me?"

"I would have, if I could've reached my phone. It was crazy back there. Like a public lynching."

"We're leaving. Now."

Emmett came out of the shop at the same time, steering Yvaine forward like a bodyguard. "Stay the hell away from my sister. Don't even think about showing up near her again."

Cassian moved to follow, but Emmett shut him down with a withering look.

"And that project we were talking about? It's off. The Carlisle family won't be working with you."

Cassian's mouth fell open.

He looked at Emmett like he couldn't quite believe what he was hearing.

He took a moment before speaking. "You can't be serious. Business is business. You're really walking away from the deal over this?"

Emmett didn't bother replying.

Ashton cut in. "You can also forget about the project between LGH and The Langford Group. It's not happening."

Cassian whipped around. "What the hell, Ashton? Are you all out of your minds? I didn't do anything wrong!"

"You've been busy, Cassian. Too busy to handle the people you're supposed to manage. Maybe you should sort out your personal life before you start talking about business."

Cassian looked like he wanted to argue, his forehead beading with sweat, but when he met Ashton's cold gaze, he bit his tongue.

"Cassian," I said.

He looked up, hopeful.

"Don't forget to clean up the shop. You promised you'd pay."

He muttered something under his breath.

Ashton ushered me into his car.

Behind us, Yvaine got into Emmett's.

"How did you all get here so quickly?" I asked as we pulled off.

Ashton exhaled. "Dom saw the livestream, showed it to me. I almost didn't see you, buried under all that mob. Your hand's bleeding."

He took out a handkerchief and pressed it to my palm.

I shrugged it off, trying to sound calmer than I felt. "It's nothing, really. A few bruises here and there. I'll be fine in a day or two."

"I'll believe it when I hear it from the doctor."

***

Either Cassian had finally come to his senses, or Ashton's people had taken over.

Before evening, Harper Foster's official accounts issued a public apology.

She took full responsibility and announced her departure from the industry.

Then came the trending tags—sponsored posts, edited headlines, ancient scandals suddenly back in rotation.

The narrative flipped.

Sympathy shifted.

The blame peeled off me and Yvaine.

"You've had enough screen time." Ashton plucked the phone out of my hand.

"I hurt my hand, not my eyes," I grumbled. "I'm fine. The doc said I'm fine. Just scrapes. I've had worse from bad wax strips. You didn't have to drag me home in the middle of the day."


  Chapter 156 Gun Lessons

Ashton's jaw was tight again.

I raised both hands. "Alright, alright. I'll take a couple of days off. Happy?"

Barely. His eyes narrowed.

"Was it you?" I asked. "The Harper clean-up? It was too fast to be Cassian's work." I gave him a thumbs-up. "Thanks for the help."

His expression darkened. "I wasn't 'helping' you. Protecting my wife is part of the contract clauses."

I blinked. "I don't remember that."

"I wrote the contract."

Fair point. I dropped it.

"I'll assign you bodyguards," he said.

"No." I didn't hesitate. "I'm not walking around with shadows. I want to live, not be babysat."

His glare didn't budge.

He looked like he was weighing whether to fight me on it.

So I rose from the sofa and kissed him on the cheek.

"Thanks for caring," I said. "But it was a one-off. Not happening again."

He stared at me.

"I'll carry pepper spray," I added.

He exhaled. "Fine. I'll get you a gun permit."

"I've never fired one. I don't even know how."

"Then you'll learn."

I glanced at his hands.

Not soft hands. The kind with memory in them.

I'd noticed it on day one.

The calluses. Right spots for either a pen... or a gun.

Now I was pretty sure which one it was.

I opened my mouth.

Then closed it again.

There was a part of me that wanted to ask.

About the past.

About how exactly he'd come to be the kind of man who said, "Then you'll learn," like gun training was as routine as brushing your teeth.

I wanted to know if he'd ever used one.

But I didn't ask.

Not because I didn't care.

Because I thought of Cassian.

It wasn't fair to compare.

Ashton was nothing like him.

But still... what if?

I'd spent years pining after Rhys.

I'd built a fantasy on crumbs and carried it like a meal.

Did I really want to do that again?

Ashton wasn't crumbs.

Ashton was... whole. Composed. Reliable.

Dangerous in ways that made you feel safe, not scared.

But if I stepped into something real with him—fully stepped in—what would I lose if it went wrong?

And then there was what Cassian had said.

That Ashton had loved someone else, for years.

Some mystery woman who, for whatever reason, he couldn't have.

So I swallowed my question.

***

I wasn't allowed out of the house until three whole days later.

The air in the studio tasted like freedom, and the work was what I'd been starved for.

I was polishing a pearl necklace with a lint-free cloth, using slow, precise strokes.

The clasp clicked every time I shifted it.

The pearls were round, flawless, warm against my fingers.

It was a custom order from Yvaine, a wedding gift for her cousin, Rachel Stone.

I'd met Rachel twice.

She smiled with all her teeth and had the kind of posture that made other women straighten up around her.

Her wedding was in two days.

I was sending her a matching set, necklace and earrings.

The earrings were already boxed.

The necklace had come off the stringing board ten minutes ago.

Yvaine wanted Rachel to wear it down the aisle, so I planned to pack it and have Daniel run it over before lunch.

The wind chimes by the studio door jingled.

I glanced up from my workbench.

Light footsteps.

I was still on the mezzanine, half-crouched over the tray.

I set the necklace down and stood, brushing my palms down the sides of my apron.

Below me, Priya was greeting the walk-in customer.

"Good afternoon, miss. Are you here for a commission?"

"No. I'm looking for Mirabelle."

I paused mid-step.

I hadn't seen her for months, but I'd never forget that voice.

Catherine's voice sounded off, like her throat had dried out halfway through the sentence.

I crept to the railing and peeked down.

From my angle above, I could see everything.

Her skin looked grayish.

Her mouth was colorless.

Her balance shifted every few seconds, like she couldn't stay upright for long.

I stared at her stomach.

I didn't see much of a bump.

I raised a hand and gestured quickly at Daniel.

He stood at the far end of the mezzanine with a tablet in one hand and a croissant in the other.

He frowned.

I pointed at him, then at my phone, then at Catherine.

He got the hint, shoved the croissant in his mouth, and opened the camera app.

Once Daniel started recording, I moved slowly down the stairs.

Below, Priya reached a hand toward Catherine's elbow. "You look a little unwell. Why don't you sit down? I'll go get Mirabelle."

"Priya, don't touch her!" I called out. "She's pregnant. Keep your distance."

Priya froze mid-step, hand half-raised, and quickly backed off.

She glanced up at me, startled.

I caught her expression—confused, polite, too professional to ask what the hell that was about.

Catherine's hand flew to her stomach like it had a magnet in it.

Her face went paler than it already was.

I came down the stairs but stopped short, keeping a good two meters between us.

"You need something?"

Catherine forced a smile. Her lips barely moved. "Nothing urgent. I was passing by and thought I'd pop in... maybe ask for a glass of water."

Right. Because the woman who stole my ex-fiancé and hated my guts just wandered into jewelry studios for hydration.

Her tone was placating, almost submissive.

It was new.

Usually, she acted like I was something she'd stepped over on the pavement.

Priya glanced between us, probably wondering why I looked like I wanted to call pest control.

I didn't move any closer.

"We just finished renovations. Nothing's stocked yet. No water. No snacks."

Catherine's smile twitched. She nodded like she understood, but didn't step back.

"I just wanted to see how you're doing. Rhys and I are married now. That chapter's closed. I don't see you as the enemy."

"Fine by me if you do see me as the enemy," I said. "But there's still no water, and we're working. You done?"


  Chapter 157 Scapegoat

Catherine stepped forward.

I stepped back.

Her heel scraped against the tile.

My shoulder hit the edge of a shelf.

We both paused.

She smiled again. "I heard about your new studio. Thought I'd stop in and congratulate you."

"Consider it received. Door's that way."

"I've been walking for hours. Can't I just rest my legs here for a while longer?"

"What, Rhys can't get you a driver? A nanny? By the way, why are you waddling around in the dead of winter with a baby bump?"

She stopped walking.

Her chin dipped.

Two tears slid down her face.

"I didn't come here to fight," she whispered. "Why are you being so hostile?"

"I wasn't. Don't twist it. I just think it's weird you're out here dragging your pregnant arse across town. I don't have water. I don't have heating either. Go home."

She kept one hand clamped to her stomach like she was bracing for impact.

Her face was sickly pale, almost grey.

Another tear rolled down.

My scalp prickled.

I tried to be polite. "The weather's shite. You should go home. Do you want me to call you a car?"

"No." She wiped her face, then gave me a pathetic little smile. "Forget it. I get it. You hate me. Even if I apologised, you wouldn't forgive me."

She looked at me for a long moment, then turned around and walked out.

I watched her go.

She moved slowly, one hand still on her bump.

Her shoulders were hunched.

Her steps were stiff, dragging.

Once the door shut, I turned to Priya. "Follow her. Quietly. I want to know where she goes."

Priya grabbed her coat and slipped outside.

She was back two minutes later, breathing hard.

"She flagged a cab. Got in and left."

"Anything weird?"

"No. Just looked tired. Fragile, almost."

I let out a breath. "Good. Last thing I need is her faking a miscarriage on my bloody tile floor."

The relief lasted until dinner.

I was halfway through a bite of roast chicken when my phone lit up with Louisa Granger's name.

I wiped my fingers on a napkin and answered.

"Aunt Louisa, how are you?"

It wasn't Louisa.

Rhys's voice exploded through the speaker like a fire alarm.

"Mirabelle Vance! You spiteful bitch! You killed my baby!"

My hand jerked.

The fork clattered against my plate.

Across the table, Ashton stilled, his wine glass hovering in mid-air.

"Cathy miscarried after seeing you! You've always hated her, fine, but the baby? How the fuck could you do this to my kid?"

He was shouting so loud my ear rang.

I shifted the phone away.

Ashton leaned forward. "What is it?"

I looked at him. My throat felt tight.

"Catherine lost the baby. They're saying it's my fault."

Rhys must have heard me.

"It IS your fault! She was fine this morning. You sent her into a meltdown. What the hell did you say to her?"

He wasn't even giving me space to answer.

The same Rhys who once tried to convince Catherine to get rid of the baby was now screaming at me like I'd committed murder.

"You pushed her over the edge! You killed my child! I want a fucking explanation!"

In the background, Louisa's voice broke in.

"Mirabelle, what did you say to her? She walked out of your studio and now the baby's gone—what happened?"

I exhaled, hard and flat.

My chest felt tight from holding it in too long.

"She came by this afternoon, yeah. Stayed maybe ten minutes, max. I didn't touch her. We barely spoke. Whatever happened after that has fuck-all to do with me."

Rhys didn't buy a word of it. "Cathy's been completely healthy. She sees you for ten minutes and ends up in the hospital? You had to have said something."

"Healthy? She looked pale as hell the second she showed up. For all I know, the miscarriage had already started and she just needed someone to blame."

"Bullshit! She only started cramping after she left your place. The timeline lines up. The doctor confirmed it."

"I didn't say anything. I—"

"She's been crying non-stop!" Rhys shouted over my voice. "She told me she went to your studio for a glass of water and you mocked her. You upset her so badly she—"

His voice caught.

I dragged a hand down my face.

"So she shows up uninvited, doesn't drink anything, and now I'm supposed to take the fall because her uterus had a meltdown? If she's got enough energy to accuse me of murder, she's got enough to explain it to you herself. Why are you calling me?"

There was a beat of silence, then Rhys mumbled, "She's weak. She can't talk right now."

"Oh, that's convenient. Can't talk but managed to give you a full emotional monologue about the mean things I supposedly said? Amazing how her memory works when it suits her."

"Mirabelle Vance!" Rhys roared. "She's barely hanging on and you're still making excuses. Do you even have a heart?"

"I have more than that. I have video. I filmed the whole thing. Bet she didn't tell you that, did she? I'll send the video right now. You can both watch and tell me exactly where I murdered your miracle baby."

I ended the call and tossed my phone on the table.

I'd lost my appetite.

I rang Daniel. "Send me the video from earlier. The one I asked you to record at the studio."

He forwarded it within seconds.

I hit send to Louisa without bothering to type a message.

"Good thing I had someone record it," I muttered. "I knew something was off the moment she showed up."

Ashton stepped in behind me, leaning in to watch the screen over my shoulder.

"She looked pale," he said. "And sickly. I wouldn't be surprised if she'd already lost the baby by then. Probably showed up just so she could pin it on you."

I nodded. "Makes sense now. I couldn't figure out what the hell she wanted from me. But that baby was the only thing keeping her relevant to the Grangers. Without it, she's got nothing. If she blames me, she gets to play the victim. Aunt Louisa won't come down on her too hard, and Rhys will turn all that rage on me instead."

I set my phone down. "She picked the perfect scapegoat."

Except she didn't count on me having a backup plan.

I opened the chat with Louisa.

No reply.

She'd seen it.

There was nothing left to say.


  Chapter 158 Ashton's POV: Retribution

Ashton stayed in the study after dinner.

He sat still for a few minutes, watching the light shift on the edge of his desk, trying to let it go.

He couldn't.

The Grangers had blamed Mirabelle without proof.

Then stayed silent after seeing the evidence.

No apology. Just quiet cowardice.

He picked up his phone and called Dominic.

"Find out where Catherine Vance is being treated."

Dominic called back twelve minutes later.

"She's in a private clinic," he said. "Same place that issued the miscarriage report."

Ashton stared at the clinic's name.

The director there owed him a favor.

He called directly. "Check Catherine Vance's file. I want to know if it was tampered with."

The director got back within fifteen minutes.

He sounded angry and sheepish at the same time.

"One of our doctors took a bribe. Changed the timing on the report from morning to afternoon. I've suspended him."

Dominic called again.

"Catherine was seen at another hospital yesterday. Just after nine a.m. Security footage confirms it. She didn't stay long. I'm forwarding you the miscarriage report."

Everything lined up.

She'd lost the baby in the morning.

Got confirmation from the hospital, realized they couldn't alter the records, so she bribed someone at a private clinic.

Then she went to Mirabelle's studio, staged the confrontation, and then checked into the clinic, where the paperwork said she miscarried in the afternoon.

Ashton leaned back in his chair, lips twitching once in disdain.

It was pathetic.

Did she really think no one would dig? That she could pull a stunt like that and walk away clean?

She was partially right—Rhys Granger hadn't bothered checking a single fact before tearing into Mirabelle.

But that didn't mean everyone else was as careless as Rhys.

Ashton called Dominic again.

"Send everything we have to Clive Granger. The hospital footage, the forged report, all of it."

"Understood, Mr. Laurent."

"And give him a message. If he wants his family to stay in Skyline City, he'd better leash his son."

"Yes, sir."

Half an hour later, Dominic sent him a video.

The shot was of a hospital room.

Catherine's crying could be heard in the background.

The frame was focused on Clive, who slapped Rhys across the face.

"You blamed Mirabelle without checking a damn thing. Apologize to her."

Rhys stood stiff, one hand over his cheek.

"Sorry," he muttered to the camera, barely audible.

Ashton hadn't finished watching before Dominic called again.

"Clive Granger says he's dealt with Rhys. They know Catherine set the whole thing up. He wants to know if that video satisfies you."

"You tell him that wasn't a punishment. That was theater. And I'm not in the mood for shows."

Ten minutes later, a second video came through.

This time, Clive struck his son three times.

Not soft taps for the camera.

One strike split the skin at the corner of Rhys's mouth.

His cheek turned blotchy, eyelid already starting to puff.

Ashton played it back. Then again.

Dominic called. "Clive says this time it's real. He says if that still doesn't satisfy you, he's willing to bring Rhys to your office personally. Or to your house. Wherever you want. Apology on his knees, if necessary. And he wants you to know he's keeping Catherine locked down for the foreseeable future."

Ashton rubbed his jaw slowly. "Tell him I'm... not quite happy, but seem to be relenting."

"You want him to think the videos are working?"

"Exactly. Feed him that. Make sure he believes he's bought a sliver of goodwill, but not enough to feel safe."

"Understood."

"And Dom, start acquiring Granger Development Group stock. Anything floating in public hands, get it discreetly. Use proxies. Keep it clean."

"Yes, sir. I'll activate the secondary fund. It won't ping the Grangers until we're well past the eight percent mark."

"Good. I want Clive focusing on Rhys, not the boardroom."

Ashton rose and moved to the window.

"Also, start pushing whispers about Rhys and Catherine's marriage. Make it sound like it's on the rocks."

"Any specific angle?"

"They had a fight. He's seeing another woman. Anything. Use your imagination. I want the public to think they're on the verge of divorce. Once the word spreads, Clive Granger will do everything to prove the marriage is still intact.

He won't risk a divorce scandal. Not so soon after the wedding."

"Exactly. Keep the Grangers in a holding pattern, confused, reactive."

"Understood, sir."

The study went quiet after the call ended.

Ashton leaned back, rolled the crystal glass between his fingers.

The whisky barely sloshed.

He glanced towards the hallway.

Her bedroom door must still be shut, just like it had been when he walked past earlier.

The light under the door had been on.

What was she doing?

What would she say if she knew what he'd done tonight?

It wasn't illegal, not quite.

But there was nothing clean about it, either.

Would she be disappointed?

He remembered her face the other day, when he said he'd take her to the range for shooting lessons.

She hadn't flinched, not exactly.

But she'd wanted to say no, he could tell.

And she'd given all sorts of excuses since to put off the first lesson.

Would she be scared of him if she knew?

Not just tonight's quiet war against the Grangers.

But the version of him from the early days.

His own company, Titanova, was built in places where bribery worked better than ballots, where lawyers couldn't reach and didn't try.

His competitors had disappeared.

Sometimes quietly.

Sometimes with noise.

And he'd survived because he hadn't hesitated, and because he knew how to use a gun.

But that was years ago.

That version of him was fading.

Had to be.

If he wanted to stay here, with her, he couldn't be that man anymore.

He turned back to the desk, unlocked the second phone, and made another call.

"Confirm the Brazil handoff's on track," he said. "No delays. I want full operational authority transferred before the quarter ends."

"Yes, Mr. Laurent."

"And keep guiding Titanova into clean tech. Slow, but steady. No blood. I want the next investment rounds fit for press conferences."

"We'll get it done."

He hung up and started another.


  Chapter 159 Good News

Yvaine called just after eight.

I was halfway through my eyeliner.

"Mira, you want me to come pick you up?"

"No need." I held the phone between my shoulder and ear and reached for my mascara. "It's not even nine. The wedding starts at noon. I'll drive over myself."

She giggled on the other end. "I'm already on my way. Couldn't sleep a damn minute last night, I was so keyed up. Rachel's wedding!"

"All right, all right, I'm coming. I'll find you when I get there."

"Yes, please. Don't leave me with my mother's side of the family."

Yvaine had been excited about her cousin's wedding for a week.

She said she was more excited than if it were her own.

I believed her.

I got to the venue just before eleven, still plenty of time before the ceremony.

Yvaine grabbed my arm the second she saw me and dragged me through the side corridor toward the bridal suite.

"Come on, let's see if Rachel needs anything."

She didn't.

Rachel's people had already covered everything—makeup artists, stylists, planners, hotel staff, a fussy old woman who might've been a florist or just someone's aunt with opinions.

We stood there smiling like spare coat racks for about ten minutes before Rachel's maid of honor gently suggested we head back downstairs.

The banquet hall was almost full when we returned.

Polished floors, crystal glasses, gold trim on everything.

I didn't even want to guess what the floral arrangements cost.

Yvaine leaned in, scanning the room. "Is Ashton not coming?"

"He is. Just running late." I checked my phone. "Had a meeting this morning. Said he'll be here right after."

Rachel's father had some minor deals with LGH last year.

Add to that my friendship with Rachel, and of course Ashton was going to show his face.

Yvaine and I wandered near the bar, trying not to stare at the cocktails.

I turned and spotted Octavia Grey walking in through the front entrance, heels sharp, dress silver, hair slicked into a low knot.

Phones went up instantly.

Half the room swiveled toward her.

I stepped away from Yvaine. "Miss Grey, I didn't know you were coming."

She lit up when she saw me. "How many times do I have to tell you, call me Octavia? Rachel and I went to school together. I'm giving a speech later, actually."

A crowd had formed.

Everyone who wasn't already filming her looked like they were about to crawl across the carpet for a selfie.

I tilted my head toward the back. "You'd better get moving. You're causing traffic."

She grinned. "Right. I'll go catch up with Rachel first. See you later."

She turned to go, then pivoted back and lowered her voice. "Wait. Got some good news for you."

She grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward a corner behind the flower wall where no one was hanging around with a camera.

"I heard about what happened with the Aureate Awards."

I winced. "Yeah. How do you know that?"

And how could me getting disqualified count as good news?

She gave a short laugh through her nose. "The sponsors are European. One of their sub-brands wants me as a spokesperson. I was on a call with them yesterday. It came up."

"Oh."

Just hearing it brought back the whole mess.

I hadn't cried over it, but the second the phone call came, I'd wanted to put my fist through my workbench.

Octavia noticed. She paused, smiled like she'd been holding onto a secret for too long, then said, "I got your spot reinstated."

I stared. "You're serious?"

"Of course I am. They want me in their ads. They'll do whatever I tell them."

Gratitude kicked in first, then doubt crept in after it.

"I don't know how to thank you. But... what if people find out and say I pulled strings? Say I cheated my way in?"

Octavia huffed. "That spot was yours to begin with. I just got it back for you. If you'd asked Ashton to sort it, he wouldn't even have to speak. One call from his assistant and it'd be done."

She nudged me with an elbow. "I don't get why you didn't ask him. Wasting that kind of connection is kind of dumb. Don't blame me for being blunt. Honestly, I landed my first big acting role with his help, but can you say I cheated? That I didn't have the talent deserving of the opportunity?"

She wasn't wrong.

It was blunt, but it was true.

I smiled. "Thank you, truly."

"Don't mention it. Oh, also, they want me as a judge. I said yes. Sounds fun. Don't freeze up when I'm scoring your work."

"I won't. I've handled worse."

"Good. I'm off to find Rachel. You'll probably hear from the organizers before the day's over."

"Got it."

Once she disappeared into the crowd, I turned back to find Yvaine.

I'd just filled her in when someone near the canapé table let out a whisper.

"Who are they? Damn, he's gorgeous."

We both glanced at the entrance.

Cassian Langford had just walked in with some woman clinging to his arm.

He was in a charcoal suit, perfectly tailored, collar stiff, hair slicked back.

She was tall, flawless skin, wearing a slate-grey dress with sheer sleeves.

Her arm looped around his, and her chest pressed right against his side.

I didn't hold back. "I wish Emmett had beaten him up worse."

I looked at Yvaine.

She was staring at the doorway like she'd forgotten to blink.

This was her cousin's wedding. Her family's event.

And he'd shown up like that, like he wanted her to see. Like he wanted her to choke on it.

The people around us were still talking.

"That's the Langford kid, right? And that's Alexis Rivera with him?"

"The Rivera heiress?"

"Yeah, looks like it. They look good together."

"Not just looks. The families match too. Probably planning an engagement."

"He's never brought anyone out in public before. If she's here now, it's serious."

Their voices blended into one long string of smug praise.

Yvaine's hand brushed mine.

"Let's go," she said quietly.

Cassian spotted us before we could disappear.


  Chapter 160 Second Chance

Yvaine stiffened, but it was too late; he was already striding over.

Cassian stopped right in front of her and gave a shallow nod. No words. Just the bare minimum to keep things civil.

"What the hell are you doing here?" I snapped. "You're blocking our way."

His smile twitched, then vanished completely. "Yvaine—"

"And I are just leaving. Come on, Yvaine."

We cut through the crowd toward a side corridor.

At the end of it, there was a narrow balcony tucked behind a set of white lattice doors.

The music sounded distant from here.

I asked in a low voice, "Still stuck on him?"

Yvaine let out a thin breath. "It's only been a few weeks. If I could drop him that fast, I'd be exactly like him."

She used to tell me she was over him.

At least now she was being honest.

"He's swapped out two already," she said flatly. "I don't know why I ever thought I mattered."

I stayed quiet.

She wasn't looking for advice.

"It's fine. I'll feel like shit for a bit. Then I won't. All I need is a bit of time."

I patted her hand.

Then someone from her family called her name.

"Want me to come with?" I offered.

"No, I'll be fine." Yvaine gave me an apologetic smile and walked off, her back held too straight.

I headed for the balcony on my own.

I rounded the corner—and stopped.

Someone was already there.

The light caught the edge
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