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Synopsis

Power has a price. So does falling in love.

Harper Price has spent her career chasing the truth—ruthless, relentless, and never afraid to burn bridges to get the story. But when one reckless night leads to an unforgettable encounter, she finds herself entangled with the last woman she should ever want.
Evelyn Voss is the head of one of the most influential global tech companies. Polished, lethal, and untouchable, she’s used to controlling every aspect of her world—until she meets Harper.
Their connection is instant. Their chemistry, volatile.
In a world built on secrets and control, love may be the most dangerous game of all.
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 Chapter One 

H  arper Price had a nose for trouble. And someone had just slipped her a map.
Like most leaks, it had come anonymously—no name, no return address, just a series of attachments and a line of text: Follow the money. Look to Voss Nexus.

As a journalist, she could sniff out a story as soon as she got a whiff, and this one had scoop written all over it.
Her fingers hovered over the mouse as she opened the email. The screen flickered, revealing a set of invoices, and numerous emails marked with timestamps—whoever sent this had access to very sensitive material. The name alone made Harper raise her eyebrows. Voss Nexus —a towering monolith in the world of innovation and cutting-edge technology.
The company had its fingers in so many pies it could have started its own bakery.
Four years ago, they had won a multi-billion-dollar government contract to design a high-tech defence system that would revolutionise Australia’s defence capabilities.
The global corporation was run by American, Evelyn Voss, who was said to be the typical Ice Queen in every sense. Cold, calculating, and unflappable. She had come to Melbourne six months ago, supposedly to iron out some problems in their Australian branch. So far, Harper hadn’t set eyes on the woman. Not only was she camera shy—any photos she found of her from the US were grainy— she didn’t do press interviews. She left that to her Japanese assistant who was adept at handling the media.
Harper didn’t trust politicians, executives, or anyone who used the phrase mutual benefit . Experience had taught her to read between the lines of every polished speech, every corporate statement. There was always a hidden agenda—a truth carefully buried beneath layers of well-choreographed PR. And she had one golden rule: if it smelt, dig deeper.
Her instincts told her this was more than just another corporate scandal waiting to surface. This was bigger. The documents were a breadcrumb trail, leading her down a rabbit hole she wasn’t sure how to follow. But it was already running—whatever it was. She didn’t know the full story, but that didn’t matter. Not yet. What mattered was that someone had just slipped her a map to uncover it, and no one ever handed her something like that without a reason.
Harper set the email aside, her mind already working through the angles. She’d follow the money—but this time, she was betting that the truth would be far darker than anyone expected.
Margo Frome, her assistant and troubleshooter, stood at the door, balancing two mugs of coffee, and a folder tucked under one arm. At twenty-eight, Margo was brilliant with data, fluent in sarcasm, and better with computers than most hackers. Her dress style leaned to casual—Doc Martens, dark jeans, and vintage graphic tees. Her wild red curls made her hard to miss. While Harper chased leads face-first, Margo was the one who connected them.
Her curls were frizzing from the humidity, her expression a cocktail of curiosity and concern as she handed over a coffee.
"Please tell me you’ve got good news," Harper said, reaching for the mug.
"That depends on how you define good ," Margo replied. She slid the folder onto Harper’s desk. "I traced the shell company used to route the development funds. It connects to a holding account in Singapore, which ties back to Voss Nexus."
Harper peered at the document, skimming it. "You’re sure?"
"As sure as I can be without a subpoena," Margo said. "This was cleaned up nicely. But someone left a breadcrumb trail."
"Voss," Harper muttered under her breath.
"Technically, the money trail leads to the company, though not to her directly. They say she’s here to consolidate the government contract that happened well before she arrived in Australia.”
Harper leaned back in her chair, processing. Evelyn Voss had kept herself insulated from the press in the US. Few interviews, no panels, no exposés. She didn’t need to spin the narrative—she simply controlled it by being inaccessible.
"Alright," Harper said, a gleam of determination in her eyes. "We need more. Real proof. Something that can’t be dismissed as conjecture."
"That might be difficult unless you find someone on the inside willing to talk."
Harper gave a dry laugh. "Or unless I find her myself."
Margo blinked. "You’re not thinking of crashing one of those defence parties, are you?"
"God, no," Harper said. She stood and shrugged on her coat. "I’m going to Maxies."
"Maxies? That exclusive club for the rich and overly discreet? Harper, you need an invitation."
"I have one," she replied, flashing a gold-embossed card she kept hidden in her wallet. "Picked it up after my piece on the offshore banking scandal. One of the ministers owed me. Someone there may know something about her. From what I hear, she likes the finer things of life. No slumming for Voss."
Margo just shook her head. "Try not to get arrested."
    

M  axies was velvet shadows and whispered secrets. Located above a discreet art gallery in Sydney’s business district, it operated on privacy and power. Harper walked in like she belonged, wearing a little black dress and confidence.
The moment she stepped inside, the scent of expensive whiskey and murmured voices wrapped around her. Ambient lighting that curved along the walls, illuminated polished marble and deep leather booths where politicians and tech moguls talked while they nursed their drinks.
Harper had never felt particularly comfortable in places like this. Not because she couldn’t play the part—she could. But the pretence, the polished deceit, always made her feel like she needed a shower afterwards. Still, if she wanted to get closer to the truth, this was the place to start.
A few people recognized her. A politician’s aide gave a nervous smile. A corporate strategist she’d once exposed turned quickly to avoid her. Harper barely acknowledged them. As she made her way to get a drink, she scanned the room for someone in the high-tech world.
A woman sat alone at the bar, silhouetted against the glass skyline. She turned and didn’t just catch Harper’s eye—she claimed it. There was something effortlessly magnetic about her, the kind of presence that turned heads not with noise, but with stillness. She sat tall, legs crossed, a glass of amber liquid in her perfectly manicured hand. Everything about her was elegant—understated, but expensive.
Her dark hair was swept into a loose twist, not severe, but polished, with a few strands artfully escaping to frame her face. Her lips were painted in a muted rose, her cheekbones high and sculpted, like she was carved from porcelain. She wore a silk blouse in soft ivory tucked into high-waisted navy trousers that hugged her figure in a way that suggested she knew exactly the effect she had. Diamond studs glinted at her ears—delicate and feminine.
But it was her eyes that held Harper in place. Icy blue, sharp as glass, with lashes that seemed to go on forever. A woman like that didn’t walk through life unnoticed. She commanded it—quietly, with a kind of grace that felt both seductive and untouchable.
Harper felt her breath hitch. She didn’t know who this woman was, but she was already dangerous.
Tall and composed, she wore elegance like armour. Her gaze scanned the room casually, her posture relaxed. She radiated power, the kind that made others move around her without even realizing.
Harper felt the pull immediately. She didn’t look like someone from the tech world, but Harper was intrigued. She forgot about Voss, and slid onto the stool beside her. "Long day?"
The woman looked at her, expression unreadable. Her eyes assessed her, cool like slate. "Aren’t they all?"
Her voice was rich, composed, with a faint American lilt. There was nothing overtly flirtatious about her tone, but it hooked Harper all the same.
"Depends who you ask. Some people have the luxury of coasting."
The woman’s mouth curved into the faintest smile. "And some of us prefer the climb."
Harper extended her hand. "Harper."
"Eve," the woman said after a pause. Her hand was warm, her grip confident. The touch lingered just long enough.
“Do you come here often?” Harper asked.
“Rarely to places like this,” Eve said. “Only when I want to remind myself that influence and intimacy are not the same thing.”
“That’s... cynical.”
“Realistic,” Eve countered. “But I don’t mind being surprised.”
She studied Harper thoughtfully, then asked, “Would you like a drink?”
Harper smiled. “A white wine would be nice, thanks.”
Eve raised her finger to the bartender, then smiled back. “I’m a whiskey girl myself.”
They talked. About everything. Politics, music, wine, the absurdity of performative networking. Eve had a wit that was caustic and dry, her laugh a rare but intoxicating sound. She deflected personal questions with ease, offering glimpses but never letting Harper in too deeply.
Harper was captivated. She couldn’t remember the last time someone caught her interest like this woman.
Later, a string quartet started playing something low and moody. A space opened on the small dance floor. Eve stood, extending her hand. "Dance with me."
It wasn’t a question. It was a quiet command.
Harper let herself be led. The two of them moved together like something choreographed. The chemistry was electric—an undercurrent that crackled between their fingertips, through each step, each turn.
Eve danced like she did everything else: with control, grace, and a simmering intensity just beneath the surface.
Their bodies brushed with increasing closeness, breaths mixing, eyes locking. Harper could feel the world narrowing around them. There were other people in the room, but none of them mattered.
“You’re different,” Harper murmured.
“I’ve heard that before,” Eve replied. “Usually right before someone regrets it.”
“I don’t think I will.”
A slow smile spread across Eve’s face. “Then let’s get out of here.”
Harper didn’t even hesitate, she was caught.
They left Maxies through a private exit, Harper's pulse thrumming with anticipation. The city lights cast a warm glow over the footpath as they slipped into the waiting car, a sleek black sedan that appeared as if summoned by thought alone.
She didn’t ask where they were going.
She didn’t care.
The car ride was quiet, but not uncomfortable. Eve sat beside her, legs crossed, hands resting lightly in her lap. The cityscape rolled past in streaks of bright colours. Harper risked a glance at her and found Eve watching her in return, an enigmatic smile hovering at the corners of her mouth.
“You’re not nervous,” Eve said softly, more observation than question.
Harper tilted her head. “Should I be?”
“No,” Eve replied, and touched her knee. It was light, fleeting, but Harper felt a flush of acute arousal.
The driver pulled up to a private entrance of the Grand Marlin, one of the most upmarket hotels in the city. He ran around and opened the door without a word. Eve nodded in thanks, then offered Harper her hand. This time she didn’t let it go while they walked to the glass door at the entrance.
As soon as they stepped inside, the lobby’s understated opulence wrapped around them. Cream marble, soft lighting, the faint scent of sandalwood and citrus. The concierge gave a deferential nod before handing Eve a keycard.
“I have a room here when I need it,” said Eve, and Harper gathered from this it wasn’t where she lived.
The elevator doors slid shut, and for a moment they stood in silence. Harper felt the hum of tension between them, electric and undeniable. Eve didn't touch her. She didn't need to.
The elevator opened directly into a penthouse suite. Harper’s breath caught at the sheer scale of the place—huge windows, a sweeping view of Darling Harbour, an open-plan living space that screamed power and money.
Eve stepped inside first, set her purse on the bar and poured herself a glass of water. She offered one to Harper, then she leaned against the edge of the counter, watching her. Waiting.
Harper moved to the window to look out at the spectacular view. “So, what now?” she asked.
“That depends,” Eve said, “on you.”
Harper walked over slowly, stopping just short of touching her.
Eve reached up and brushed a stray curl behind Harper’s ear. “You’re beautiful.”
Harper looked at her, really looked. She didn’t know this woman. She didn’t even know her last name. But something about her—about the way she held herself, the way she chose every word and every silence—made Harper feel like she’d been handed a gift.
“Then show me the bedroom,” she said with a soft smile. Harper felt her pulse quicken when Eve stepped closer, her breath warm against the back of her neck.
Her fingers brushed lightly over Harper’s shoulder, her touch feather-light, almost tentative, as if testing the air between them. “Come on then.”
She led her into a spacious bedroom filled with a king-sized bed with an Egyptian-style bedspread and a velvet-upholstered headboard. Low lighting and a large painting completed the picture of elegance and quiet indulgence.
"Take off your clothes." Eve’s voice was low, rough now with passion.
Harper didn’t turn to face her, but she could feel the heat of her gaze on her skin. "Okay," she replied, suddenly shy. She had no hang-ups about showing her body but with this woman it felt different. She stripped off quickly, leaving her knickers and bra on.
Eve moved closer, until the space between them was nearly non-existent. She placed a hand on Harper’s waist, guided her toward the bed, and she let her. The tension between them was its own language.
When Harper reached the edge of the bed, Eve took charge. She gazed at her with a sultry smile. “I’m going to make love to you, and when you’re begging me to finish it, I’m going to fuck you until you’re screaming out my name.”
Harper caught her breath. This woman was turning her on something fierce, and she hadn’t touched her yet.
Eve reached up, brushing a finger over her cheek and murmured, “Don’t say anything, just feel.”
With practised hands, she undid her bra and when Harper’s breasts spilled out, she pushed her backwards onto the bed. Still fully clothed, she climbed on next to her.
Harper didn’t care she hadn’t stripped yet. If anything, it made it more exciting—she had a thing about dominant women. She enjoyed a power struggle. But all that mattered now was the electric charge between them, the heat that burned brighter with each passing second.
With a growl, Eve crushed Harper’s mouth against hers and slipped in her tongue. She swirled it in all the warm wet places, as she steadily massaged her breasts.
She moved downward, kissing and nipping her neck until she reached her breasts. She took a nipple into her mouth, sucking one then the other, then bit down lightly.
Harper groaned, hyper-sensitive now. Eve stopped to slip down Harper’s knickers, eased them over her ankles and threw them on the floor.
“Now where was I?” Eve growled and thrust a leg between her thighs.
Raising her head, Eve bit down on the soft flesh at the base of her neck. Then she grasped Harper’s backside, kneading until it stung.
Harper felt her sex heat, her flesh tingle, her breasts swell.
She was on fire, responding as she’d never done before. When Eve fiercely sucked a nipple again, she arched in to give her better access. With a quick twist at the back, Eve had her own bra off and lay on her until they pressed together.
Eve’s voice echoed against her lips. “I’m not going to play games with you, Harper.”
Harper’s chest tightened at the rawness in Eve’s voice. “Make me come, Eve.”
The words seemed to release something in Eve. One hand threaded into Harper’s hair while the other slid between her legs. She teased the clit for a few moments then eased two fingers inside and began to thrust. Harper moved her hips to match the rhythm as Eve thrust harder and deeper. Just when she felt the first fluttering of her climax, Eve withdrew her fingers.
Harper grasped her arm. “No, Eve, no. I’m nearly there.”
Eve gave her a wicked grin. “Patience, my love.” Then she pushed her fingers back in and Harper felt the excitement rise again. Each thrust sent her closer to the edge. When she withdrew again, Harper grasped her hand to push it back.
“Beg,” demanded Eve in her ear.
Harper stiffened. She never begged.
Eve teased her clit, just enough to send her frantic. “Beg.”
“Please,” she whimpered, completely surrendering. She was a hot mess and Eve knew it.
Eve leaned over and claimed her mouth in a searing kiss as she pumped in her fingers again. This time, when orgasm rose, she vibrated her clit with her thumb. The climax burst through Harper in a torrent of exquisite pleasure, and Eve kept stroking her as the ripples faded away. When Eve shuddered and gasped, Harper realized she had come with her.
Harper lay on the bed completely sated, unable to move. She had never been so thoroughly fucked. “That was wonderful,” she breathed out.
Eve kissed her on the forehead. “Go to sleep now.” Harper looked up at her, catching the gleam of satisfaction in her eyes. God, this woman relished her power even in bed. And it turned Harper on. Big time.
She propped up on her elbows, eyeing Eve with an answering gleam. “Sleep? Are you kidding me?” she swung Eve’s body until she was half lying over her. She pulled at her slacks. “These have to come off.”
“That’s not necessary. I am satisfied.”
Harper gave a little snort. “I’m not. These clothes have to go.”
Eve hesitated, then lifted her hips to allow Harper to drag them off. Then she ghosted her lips down Eve’s throat and down her cleavage.
“You have beautiful breasts,” murmured Harper, feasting on the nipples. She was a breast girl through and through. She stayed there for a while, massaging and sucking until the nipples were tight as bullets.
By the time she moved downward, Eve was groaning, her fingers tangled in Harper’s hair.
When she reached the pubic mound, Eve was squirming frantically, tugging at her hair. When she slid in her tongue and swiped the full length of her sex, Eve bucked.
She found the clit, licking and sucking until Eve suddenly spasmed and shattered with a cry. Harper moved up and kissed her softly, feeling a surge of satisfaction.
Then she slid down and did it again, this time pumping against her leg. When Eve came apart, Harper climaxed with her.
They both flopped back on the bed, exhausted.
Eve cracked open an eye. “There’s no need to look so smug.”
Harper just laughed and pulled the blankets over them. She snuggled into Eve. “See you in the morning,” she whispered and went out like a light.
When she woke, the other side of the bed was empty. A note was propped up on the pillow. Harper blinked at it. There was no phone number just a bald: Thanks for the night. Lock the door behind you.

Harper felt a wave of intense disappointment. The night had been special to her; the sex had been fabulous.
But it wasn’t that. She felt that they’d had a connection.
Eve hadn’t even woken her to say goodbye. Harper had just been another one-night stand.
Nearly crying with disappointment and hurt, she crawled out of bed and headed for a shower.



 Chapter Two 

E  velyn Voss had long mastered the art of feminine power.
She didn’t need to raise her voice. She didn’t need to threaten. She simply was. She kept her style polished but never severe—flowing silk blouses beneath tailored coats, soft perfumes that lingered just long enough, heels that clicked with quiet authority. Her hair was always pulled back, though occasionally, a wave would fall loose near her temple and she’d leave it there, knowing it looked disarming. Her features were classic—refined and composed. Evelyn didn’t see femininity as weakness. She wielded it like a weapon—keen-edged, and impossible to ignore.
The air in the Voss Nexus executive suite was cold and clinical and Evelyn liked it that way.
This morning, she felt sore in places she hadn’t felt in years. She tried to put last night out of her mind but it wasn’t easy. Normally, sex was just sex to her, but this had been different. Harper had made her lose control and she never did that in the bedroom. Something about her had gotten under her skin but she couldn’t—wouldn’t—dwell on it. She couldn’t afford an attachment now, not with the job of getting this branch of the corporation into order.
She stood behind her expansive desk, one hand resting on the laptop filled with budget reports and procurement orders, the other clutching a long-empty espresso cup she hadn’t realized she’d drained. Her office overlooked Sydney Harbour, a view some would consider a distraction. For Evelyn, it was a battlefield—a map of the city she was methodically weaving her company into.
"Explain this line item," she said, eyes narrowing as she flicked to the next screen. "Dome Dynamics invoiced us twice for the same environmental compliance audit."
Her CFO, Gregory Lane, stood stiffly across from her, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. She didn’t like the man—he was a male chauvinist with his staff, though he knew to be deferential to her. "That’s… likely a clerical error. I’ll have legal chase it down."
"Have it resolved by end of the day," Evelyn said firmly. "And tell legal I don’t pay them to chase mistakes—they’re paid to prevent them."
He flinched. "Understood."
She dismissed him with a flick of her fingers and turned her attention to the next document. Every number was a variable. Every variable a risk. She tolerated no waste, no sloppiness. Efficiency wasn’t just her standard—it was her strategy.
As she scrolled through a quarterly expense report from one of the subsidiary offices, her finger froze. A single transaction caught her eye—an equipment expenditure from a Northern District research facility that didn’t match any approved records. It wasn’t the amount that disturbed her, but the timestamp and supplier.
She tapped the entry and flagged it. “Rae,” she called out.
Her assistant appeared almost immediately. “Yes, Director?”
“Have internal audit pull all financial activity from the NorthStar site in the Northern District. I want it broken down by supplier, frequency, and authorization. Something’s not right.”
Rae nodded. “Should I notify Legal?”
“Not yet. Just find out who signed it off. If there’s a problem, I want the truth before they do.”
Rae nodded. “I’m on to it,” she said and disappeared out the door.
Evelyn went back to scanning the expense account. That was the trouble with growing so fast. Expansion brought talent, opportunity—and opportunists. She couldn’t afford internal issues, not when a major defence contract was on the line and the public’s eye was beginning to turn on them.
She was lucky she had Rae. Rae Tanaka was more than an assistant—she was Evelyn’s right hand. She was Japanese, in her mid-thirties, wearing her black hair cropped close and black-rimmed rectangular glasses. She had a compact, athletic build that came from regular workouts.
Originally from Voss Nexus’ Tokyo branch, she had served as Director of Cybersecurity for three years before transferring to Evelyn’s division. Fluent in three languages, she was capable of both managing high-level logistics and breaking into an encrypted comms tower if needed. Efficiency was Rae’s signature; she didn’t waste words. She was Evelyn’s shield—sharp, and always two steps ahead.
Five minutes later, Rae stepped back inside her. “The car will be here in twenty minutes. The minister's office confirmed the press conference schedule and speaker lineup. You’ll be on stage second, following his introduction.”
Evelyn barely looked up. “Are the seating arrangements fixed?”
“Yes, and the press list has been finalized. Your talking points are loaded, though I know you won’t use them.”
“Correct,” Evelyn said. “I won’t.”
Rae hesitated, then added, “There’s chatter online. Journalists speculating about the Northern District contracts. If the subject comes up⁠—”
“I will,” Evelyn cut in, “deal with it.”
She hated the idea of this conference. In New York, she was able to avoid the press but this time, it was different. She had to support the Minister or their contract could be in jeopardy. The public expected even more visibility from their politicians. Government support had to be earned not just in quiet backrooms, but on stages with lights and scrutiny. And that meant playing the game, however distasteful. Press coverage was messy, public opinion volatile.
Still, she would control the narrative—she always did.
Today, in her navy dress tailored to hug her waist, and barely-there smile, she looked like a woman the press wouldn’t argue with.
Flanked by Rae and two security staff, Evelyn stepped into the private elevator that led from her office directly to the underground parking. Her expression remained unreadable; every movement honed by years of shielding the world from the woman beneath.
But under the surface, something crowded her thoughts.
A face. A voice. Harper.
The woman had got under her skin. Something that hadn’t happened to her for years, if ever.
Evelyn hadn’t planned on bringing someone home from Maxies. She liked her hookups more discreet. But Harper had been different—witty, fearless, quick with words and quicker with her eyes. Evelyn had let herself forget, just for one night, that she was the boss of Voss Nexus, one of the largest global corporations.
She’d been Eve. She’d been human.
She’d just have to forget her. It wasn’t likely they’d ever meet again.

T  he minister, after droning on for ten minutes, finally opened the floor for questions.
What the journalists asked didn’t bother Evelyn. She had all the answers.
But then someone raised their hand from the back and her stomach clenched.
Harper stood to ask a question. Evelyn watched her, this time under harsh lights instead of moody shadows and soft sheets.
She was striking, in a way that snuck up on you. Not flashy or glamorized. Real. Raw. Beautiful without needing to try. She looked to be in her early to mid-thirties. Her chestnut hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail that still somehow managed to look alluring. A few wisps curled near her temple, catching the light. There was an effortless quality to her—tanned skin, freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks flushed. Her eyes—hazel with flashes of green—were intense and focused.
She wore a fitted blazer over a ribbed top, sleeves rolled to the elbows like she’d already wrestled her day into submission. Her jeans were dark, tailored enough to be taken seriously, but paired with boots that made her look like she could outrun a scandal without breaking stride.
There was something undeniably feminine about her—confident, unbothered, magnetic. She moved like someone who didn’t care if she was noticed and somehow that made her unforgettable.
Now, facing her across a sea of cameras and flashbulbs, Evelyn saw her not as Eve’s mystery lover, but a journalist with fire in her eyes and a voice sharp enough to cut through steel.
“Harper Price, Farley Press,” she called out.
Of course, she was that journalist. The one who could cause a mess of trouble. She been warned against her when she arrived.
“Ms. Voss,” Harper said, voice calm, but edged. “Can you speak to the allegations that Voss Nexus secured government contracts through political favours and non-transparent bidding processes?”
The air shifted. Everyone in the room turned slightly, leaning in. The minister's expression tightened.
Evelyn stared back at her. Her expression remained neutral, but ice crystallized in her veins. “No,” Evelyn said. “But thank you for the fiction.”
A few chuckles rippled across the room. Some of the reporters exchanged amused glances, then swivelled to look at Price.
Harper didn’t back down. “Are you denying that Voss Nexus has repeatedly bypassed open tenders in favour of closed-door negotiations? That certain cabinet members have personal financial stakes in your contracts?”
“I’m denying your ability to distinguish evidence from conspiracy,” Evelyn replied, her tone just short of a sneer.
The cameras clicked faster. Reporters scribbled. The room held its breath.
Harper leaned in slightly, voice firmer now. “I have it on good authority that there is internal correspondence that shows collusion with government officials to fast-track approvals. Doesn’t that raise questions about Voss’s ethical transparency?”
There it was, the escalation Evelyn had expected. Calculated and targeted.
But she didn’t flinch. “I have no idea who this so-called authority is, but your evidence remains circumstantial. You’re connecting dots because you’ve already decided what you want the picture to be. That’s not journalism, Ms. Price. That’s agenda-driven storytelling.”
Another ripple moved through the audience—surprise and a few quiet gasps. Even the minister looked mildly alarmed now, glancing toward the moderator to intervene.
Harper's jaw tightened. “Then allow me a follow-up⁠—”
“No,” Evelyn interrupted, her voice snapping through the air. “This is a press briefing, not a trial. You’ve had your moment. Don’t mistake this platform for entitlement.”
The silence that followed was edged enough to draw blood.
The minister cleared his throat, fumbling for control. “Let’s—move to the next question.”
Someone else stood. But the attention in the room still clung to Harper and Evelyn like glue.
Evelyn answered the remaining questions effortlessly, but no one was really listening. The real story had already walked out of Evelyn’s mouth, coated in frost.
When the conference ended, Evelyn didn’t wait for handshakes. She turned on her heel and strode out the side exit, ignoring the buzz of murmurs behind her.
Backstage, her PR jogged up beside her. “Should we prepare a formal response? It might make the story worse, but at least it shows control.”
“No,” Evelyn snapped. “Let her choke on the silence. She’ll get nothing more.”
But her mind was racing. Not with the fallout.
With her.
Harper Price. The woman from the club. The woman from her bed.
She felt played. Exposed.
And more than that—furious.
How dare she? How dare she smile like that two nights ago, touch her like that, and then show up in front of a room full of vultures and demand answers she hadn’t earned?
Evelyn paced her office later that day, hands clenched. Her jaw ached from grinding her teeth.
Harper was everything she despised: nosey, persistent, too smart for her own good. But part of her burned with something else.
She remembered Harper’s voice, soft against her ear. The way her laugh had surprised Evelyn. The way she'd made her feel human. The way she had completely dismantled her with her touch.
But what made it worse; Harper Price had gotten under her skin.
And that was something Evelyn Voss would never forgive.



 Chapter Three 

T  he echo of Evelyn Voss’s voice followed Harper all the way back to the Farley Press office. Not the polished, rehearsed remarks, but the ones that danced around every accusation. The razor-edged insult was the final blow.

This is a press briefing, not a trial. Don’t mistake this platform for entitlement.

God, that one had stung. Harper had stood in front of CEOs, ministers, and war criminals, and never once had she walked out of a press conference feeling like she’d been gutted.
It had been the biggest shock of her life when Eve—no, Evelyn—had walked out to face the press. She had been so stupid for not making more of an effort to find out what the woman actually looked like before she’d waltzed into that exclusive club. Now, she had to face the consequences for not doing her homework. Evelyn, clearly pissed at her, had shot her down with a few well-chosen words.
She pushed through the revolving doors, ignoring the way the receptionist cast her a cautious glance. But before she could get to the elevator, the bullpen caught wind of her arrival. The few journalists who loitered near the kitchenette, looked up, and the whispers started.
“Price is back,” one muttered.
“She’s got guts after that Voss takedown?” said another.
Someone snorted. “Hey, lay off Price. I’ve seen her eat board members alive. That bitch, Evelyn Voss would freeze your balls off.”
Harper kept walking. She didn’t have time for newsroom politics.
But one voice rang out louder than the others. “Next time, try doing your research before throwing grenades at a press conference,” said Thomas Linsey, senior columnist and self-appointed moral compass of Farley Press. He leaned against his desk, arms crossed. “You’re lucky she didn’t rip you apart on camera. Oh wait—she did.”
Harper stopped.
She turned, calm but deadly. “Careful, Tom. If you kiss Voss’s ass any harder, you might get a government contract yourself.”
A few laughs. Thomas scowled and turned away.
Harper pressed the elevator button and stepped in. She wasn’t going to explode. Not here.
The newsroom upstairs was half-empty, bathed in the pale blue glow of monitors and city lights bleeding through the windows.
Margo Frome looked up from her desk the second Harper stormed in. “Well?”
Harper threw her press pass onto her desk and collapsed into her chair. “She fucking annihilated me in front of everyone.”
Margo winced. “Ouch. That must have hurt.”
“And then—” Harper’s fingers flew over her keyboard, already pulling up the press feed, “—she twisted the entire room around her little finger.”
“She’s good at what she does.”
“She’s terrifying .” She opened a new document. The cursor blinked at the top of the page like it was judging her.
She started typing: Billion-Dollar Ghosts: What Voss Nexus Isn’t Saying About Its Government Ties.

She paused. Deleted the title and rewrote: Contracts Without Questions: Inside Australia’s Tech Deal with Voss Nexus.

Still too angry, too raw, Harper leaned back, rubbing at her eyes.
Margo stood, crossing the room with a mug of coffee in each hand. “Write it if it’s the truth, but don’t write it because you’re annoyed. You’re not that kind of journalist.”
Harper accepted the coffee but said nothing. Her mind was spinning.
She replayed the recording from the press conference. Evelyn’s voice came through her earbuds like velvet and steel. So smooth and composed. It pissed her off how calm she was. How Harper’s questions had barely made a dent.
And yet⁠—
There had been something in Evelyn’s body language. Just for a second, she looked off guard.
Harper closed the audio file and pulled up her encrypted inbox. A new message sat at the top. No sender. No subject line.
She opened it.

Project Wavelength. Delivery reports are falsified. Ministerial fast-track signed off without committee oversight. Check the NorthStar subsidiary logs.

Attached: a single PDF titled, Redacted internal emails from Voss Nexus .
She opened the file and started reading. One email stood out immediately: “Ensure no press visibility on the Wavelength prototype deployment. Minister approved. Keep it clean and quiet.”

Harper stared at the screen with excitement.
This wasn’t just a puffed-up contract. This was state-grade surveillance tech, rushed through acquisitions, likely without full testing or an ethical review. Billions of dollars in AI-driven border sensors, biometric scanning towers, encrypted data systems—and no oversight?
She stood up and paced the room.
When she’d gone after Evelyn she’d smelt blood, but she hadn’t expected to find a body.
Pulling out her notebook, she jotted down keywords: Delivery discrepancy. Ministerial approval. NorthStar logs. Wavelength prototype.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Margo: Are you okay?

She didn’t answer, instead pulled up her research folder on Voss Nexus and began digging deeper into the NorthStar branch. Most of the project data had been scrubbed clean from public databases. But not all.
She found one mention in a legislative review buried deep in a 400-page transcript of a parliamentary committee meeting. A question raised, quickly dismissed, about a ‘special development grant for Voss's regional deployment partners.’ No names. No clarification. Just a footnote.
Harper bookmarked it.
She stayed in the office well into the night, long after everyone else had gone. The city lights turned soft outside the window, painting the carpet in hazy blue. Somewhere between frustration and obsession, she ran across another clue: a quarterly brief from the Department of Digital Security that mentioned expedited testing for a biometric identification system.
The supplier?
NorthStar Labs, a Voss Nexus affiliate.
She cross-referenced the contract timeline with Evelyn’s arrival in Sydney.
The dates aligned.
Harper leaned back, overwhelmed.
Was Evelyn behind all of it, or someone else. Was she as in control as she appeared? The line between truth and suspicion was blurring, and Harper hated how much she wanted to believe Evelyn wasn’t the villain.
She opened a blank document and began to write. This time slowly.

The Wavelength Veil: What We’re Not Being Told About National Surveillance Contracts.

She outlined the leak. The suspicious timeline. The false transparency. But she held back names. For now.
She wanted proof. Something she could print without getting buried by a legal team.
A few hours later, a response came from a burner email she’d used to contact a former analyst who worked at NorthStar. It was brief:

Watch the budget allocations under Category 47, ‘emergency provisions.’ Follow that thread.

She checked the allocation—it had doubled without explanation.
Sensing she was close, Harper began to cross-reference company expenditures. Somewhere in there, buried in jargon and codes, was the real story. Not just Evelyn. Not just Voss Nexus.
The government.
Harper sat back in her chair, realizing what this story was.
The biggest fucking scoop of her career.
And she was getting closer.

H  arper entered the pub, feeling out of sorts. Though it was bubbling, it didn’t excite her.
Darlene had insisted on the night out. She always did when Harper got that look—the too-still, too-tense kind that usually came before Harper buried herself in work for three days straight. Darlene had a sixth sense for it.
They’d met five years ago, thrown together at a journalism awards panel where Harper had been nominated and Darlene had been covering the event for a lifestyle blog. Tall, curvy, and loud in all the ways Harper wasn’t, Darlene had a magnetic charm that pulled people in like gravity. With her braids coiled into a stylish topknot and a gold nose ring that glinted whenever she smiled, Darlene had declared them friends by the end of the night. And somehow, she’d been right.
Tonight, Darlene was in her element—commanding the booth, flirting with the bartender, and keeping Harper just tipsy enough to loosen her shoulders without losing her edge.
Halfway through her second beer, a tall brunette in a leather jacket sidled up to the booth. She gave Harper a once-over and smiled. “You look like you need a distraction.”
Harper blinked. “Excuse me?”
The woman chuckled. “Relax. No pressure. Just figured you looked like someone who needed a dance more than a drink.”
Darlene leaned in with a smile. “Go on. It’ll do you good.”
Before Harper could fully process it, she was on the dance floor, pulled by the hand into a sea of pulsing lights and swaying bodies. The woman, who called herself Jules, moved close, confident without being pushy. The music vibrated through Harper’s ribs as they danced, but her movements were mechanical, disconnected.
Jules leaned closer, voice in her ear. “You’re here, but not really.”
Harper forced a smile. “Tough day.”
“Tough enough to run away from it to this place?”
“Tough enough that I wish I could forget it all for five minutes.”
Jules offered a soft laugh, then moved with her in sync to the beat. Harper let it happen, let the warmth of another body remind her she was still human. For a minute, she almost managed to shut her mind off.
But then Evelyn’s voice echoed again—cold, measured, and devastating.

Don’t mistake this platform for entitlement.

Harper faltered. Her steps slowed. Jules noticed. “Are you okay?”
Harper stepped back, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. It’s not you. I just… I can’t do this tonight.”
Jules didn’t look offended. “Sometimes the dance floor doesn’t fix it. You take care of yourself, alright?”
Harper nodded and retreated from the crowd. Darlene, her arm draped over a sporty man in a waist coat, spotted her from across the room. She raised her eyebrows but Harper just shook her head.
She left just after midnight. Alone. The city felt quieter, colder than before. Her thoughts spun in circles all the way home.
When she finally kicked off her boots and sank onto the couch, she didn’t feel lighter. She didn’t feel anything at all.
Just the distant hum of Evelyn Voss’s voice echoing in her head.
And the story that refused to let go.



 Chapter Four 

E  velyn sat at her desk, the morning sun cutting clean lines across the glass floor as she flipped through flagged anomalies in the NorthStar acquisition records. The figures still didn’t align with the board-approved budget, and something in the supplier list tugged at her attention. She was halfway through tracing a duplicate authorization code when Rae entered with a soft knock.
“Minister Langley’s on his way up,” Rae said.
Evelyn nodded, setting the laptop aside. “Show him in as soon as he arrives and bring us both a cup of coffee.” She allowed herself a small smile. He would be panicking after the press conference.
A few minutes later, Rae returned with the Minister, who entered with the stride of someone used to being listened to. Evelyn stood only briefly, shaking his hand.
“Minister,” she said. “Take a seat.”
Langley eased into the chair opposite her, placing the coffee Rae had given him on the coaster.
“I assume this is about the press conference,” Evelyn said.
“Among other things.” Langley took a breath. “You were blindsided.”
“I handled it.”
“Yes,” he said. “But the aftermath still needs cleaning up. Harper Price made direct accusations. The footage is clipped and circulating across media platforms. Hashtags. Think pieces. Dammit, there was even a bloody skit about it on TikTok. People are wondering if the contracts were handed over without oversight.”
Evelyn folded her arms. “They weren’t.”
Langley nodded slowly. “Then it’s time we remind the public of that. Go to the Innovation Gala tomorrow night—it’s not just optics anymore. It’s a countermeasure. I want you to be one of the speakers.”
“You want me to speak. Play damage control.”
“I want you to be the voice of confidence. You’re Voss’s director, Evelyn. You say everything’s above board, people will believe it.”
She tapped her fingers on the desk. “It doesn’t give me much time to prepare.”
“I know, but we need this. Will you do it?”
Evelyn pursed her lips. “That won’t stop the media from digging. Especially not Price.”
“No, but it might change the angle and take the heat off us. If the government and Voss show a united front, it stops the story before it gets bigger.” He paused. “You’re the only one who can pull this off.”
Evelyn nodded. “Okay, I will, but I want access to the full contract log. Every decision made on Wavelength. Especially NorthStar.”
Langley hesitated. “We’ll get you what we can.”
“That’s not good enough. If you want me to put my face on this, I’m not doing it blind.”
Langley held her gaze, then nodded once. “You’ll have it by tonight.”
“Right,” she said and stood up. The meeting was over.
Langley rose with her. “Evelyn, if we don’t get in front of this, it could sink both our names.”
“I already am,” she said. “You’re just catching up.”
He gave a tight smile and left without another word.
When the door closed, Evelyn didn’t sit. “Rae,” she said.
Her assistant returned immediately.
“I want a full internal inventory of Wavelength correspondence. Contracts. Timestamps. Authorisations. Focus on anything involving the Minister’s office on NorthStar.”
“Discreetly?”
“Very.”
Rae nodded. “Understood.”
Evelyn moved to the window, staring down at the city. Sydney gleamed under the sun, full of noise, secrets and influence. If Langley thought he could throw her into the fire and expect her to burn quietly, he’d forgotten who he was dealing with.
She would attend the gala.
She would speak.
And she would make sure the story didn’t bury her.
But first, she would find out exactly who had tried to.

T  he ballroom of the Grand Regency Hotel glowed in soft gold, chandeliers dripping light over a sea of expensive suits, glittering gowns, and polished ambition. It was a room designed for influence—clean, neutral, impressive without being garish. Members of the Australian Digital Infrastructure Council, representatives from defence and intelligence, CEOs of rival firms like Avona Tech, and public relations heads from both political parties filled the hall.
At Evelyn’s assigned table near the front, her company’s presence was deliberate. Rae sat to her right, and on her left was Colin Drew, Voss’s Head of Government Strategy—silver-haired, smooth, and already half a glass into his wine. Further down were two representatives from the Department of Defence and a senior advisor to the Minister.
The evening began with cocktails on the deck, a string quartet playing chamber pieces beneath conversation. Evelyn’s heels echoed over the marble as she accepted a flute of champagne and offered brief nods to figures she’d seen on both sides of Senate inquiries. Someone from Avona tried to corner her in small talk about sustainable AI. She steered the conversation toward federal grant limitations until they excused themselves.
Dinner followed in the main hall. Uniformed servers moved between tables, placing plates of poached ocean trout with citrus beurre blanc, seasonal vegetables, and tiny, edible flowers. Wine flowed generously. Conversation hovered in the space between private and business.
Evelyn responded to greetings with practiced civility but kept most exchanges brief. She wasn’t here to be charmed, and everyone at the table knew it. Colin, a natural wit, filled the gaps with well-timed jokes and small commentary about departmental egos.
“Hell of a week,” Colin murmured between bites. “Farley Press won’t let this story go. Who the hell let them in tonight?”
“They were invited,” Evelyn replied. “It’s a public event.”
“Still,” he muttered, “you’d think Price would have some shame.”
Evelyn didn’t answer. She took a sip of her wine and kept her face unreadable. Beneath the tablecloth, her fingers tapped against her thigh.
Rae leaned over and whispered, “We confirmed her presence. She’s across the room, back left, two seats from the end.”
“I know,” Evelyn murmured, already having checked if Harper was here.
When dessert arrived—dark chocolate mousse with a shard of gold leaf—the lights dimmed, and the emcee called the room to order.
Langley was first. He struck a tone that was confident but not cocky, praising the role of private sector innovation in public stability. His speech teetered on boring, but received the expected applause. He made no mention of the controversy. That was Evelyn’s job.
Then it was her turn.
She rose from her seat and ascended the small stage with the sort of calm that she knew unnerved people. Her gown shimmered under the lights. She adjusted the mic herself and surveyed the room.
She let the silence stretch. She was an accomplished speaker and knew how to work a crowd.
“Voss Nexus was built on vision,” she began.
She spoke with passion and conviction, throwing in a little amusing anecdote occasionally to keep their interest. She had them eating out of her hand.
After she finished with, “Our work isn’t easy or always understood. But innovation rarely is. What matters is that it’s necessary. And we will not be deterred,” she stepped back with a smile.
The applause was thunderous.
As she exited the stage, Evelyn moved into the crowd, letting herself be seen. Langley gave her a satisfied nod. Reporters angled for a better view. Somewhere near the back, Rae murmured through her earpiece, “Harper Price is headed your way.”
Evelyn didn’t flinch. She turned, met Harper’s eyes across the ballroom.
But Harper didn’t make a direct approach. Not yet. The crowd surged with applause as another speaker took the stage, and Evelyn used the moment to step away. Her pulse was steady, but something under her skin itched with the kind of tension that never fully left her when Harper was in the room.
She made her way towards the rear hallway that was less crowded and quieter. She needed five minutes. Not to compose herself, but to remember who she was before Harper Price started making her feel like something other than bulletproof.
The powder room was empty when she entered. Floor-length mirrors, pale marble counters, and the scent of lavender diffused through the air. She placed both hands on the edge of the sink and stared at her reflection.
It had been years since anyone had gotten under her skin like this. She hated it. Loathed that her thoughts kept drifting back to the curve of Harper’s mouth when she challenged her. The fire in her eyes when she spoke the truth—even if it was inconvenient.
The door opened behind her.
Evelyn didn’t look up until she heard the voice.
“Oh,” Harper said. “I didn’t realize you were in here.”
Evelyn turned slowly. Harper stood in the doorway, caught mid-step. Her blazer was unbuttoned, revealing a midnight-blue blouse, simple but elegant. Her eyes held real surprise.
Evelyn’s gaze was unreadable. “Looking for dirt in the floral arrangements now?”
Harper shut the door behind her and leaned back against it. “I needed a mirror. I didn’t expect you.”
“Neither did I.” Evelyn crossed her arms. “You’ve been busy.”
“You made yourself hard to ignore.”
Silence stretched. The room was too still.
“You gave quite a performance,” Harper added, stepping forward. “You had them eating out of your hand.”
“It wasn’t for them ,” Evelyn said. “It was for you.”
Harper stared at her. “Is that supposed to flatter me or scare me?”
Evelyn tilted her head. “If you can’t tell the difference, you’re in the wrong profession.”
Harper moved to the counter beside her, not touching, just close enough to feel the heat between them. Her voice dropped. “I meant what I said at the conference. Something’s wrong with those contracts. And I think you know it.”
“I don’t know anything I’m not supposed to,” Evelyn replied, her tone even. “Do you?”
Harper’s lips parted—ready with another retort, another challenge—but for a moment, the words didn’t come. There was something raw between them now. Not anger. Not even betrayal. Just…sexual attraction.
“You’re nothing like that woman at the bar,” Harper said at last.
“Neither are you,” Evelyn replied. She leaned close and ran a finger down her arm. “You were so keen to get into my bed then. I bet you’re itching to do it again.”
Harper sucked in a breath. “Don’t flatter yourself. I wouldn’t touch you again with a ten-foot fucking pole.”
Evelyn narrowed her eyes, wanting to hurt. “You don’t think I’d even⁠—
Then the door opened, and a pair of women entered, laughing. Evelyn stepped back, Harper straightened, and the moment snapped like a wire.
Harper gave a tight nod and left first.
Evelyn remained behind, staring at her reflection again.
This time, it stared back in disgust. She had lashed out when she should just have ignored her. Not said things she didn’t mean. But she couldn’t let it be. Couldn’t ignore her.
The woman was under her skin.



 Chapter Five 

H  arper was done playing nice.
The gala had left her vibrating with fury, her thoughts spiralling from Evelyn’s magnetic presence on stage to the heat of their confrontation in the powder room. She hadn’t expected an apology, but the way she had been so confident when she touched her was infuriating. How dare she take the liberty. It was if she knew Harper hadn’t gotten over that night. That infamous night she now regarded it.
She sat at her desk, still in last night’s makeup, hair scraped into a bun, and stared at the blank document on her screen. The cursor blinked like a dare.
She wasn’t going to write about Evelyn. Not directly. That would be unprofessional and transparent.
Instead, she was going to do what she did best: pull back the curtain and let the public see what power looked like when no one was watching.
Her fingers began to fly across the keyboard.

Power Without Oversight: The Quiet Collapse of Political Accountability in Tech Contracts.

The piece was fire disguised as fact. She wrote about the sudden uptick in closed-door negotiations between government officials and unnamed tech conglomerates. She referenced public records and redacted documents. She traced the timelines of approvals that were rushed, of oversight bodies that had been bypassed, of billions funnelled into projects under the veil of innovation.
She never mentioned Voss by name.
But everyone would know.
She quoted anonymous sources—an engineer, a mid-level procurement analyst, even a policy advisor who had resigned in protest. She wove their voices together with clever prose.
When she was done, Margo hovered over her shoulder. “You’re publishing this?”
“Yes.”
“It’s going to cause waves.”
Harper pursed her lips. “Good.”
By noon, the article was live.
By two, it was trending.
By five, the Minister’s office had issued a vague, noncommittal statement about “reaffirming ethical standards in partnerships.”
Harper watched the chaos unfold from her corner desk, sipping her third coffee, her spine rigid with rage.
She didn’t hear from Evelyn. Not that she expected to, but she wanted her to read it. She wanted her to feel it. Not the guilt. Not the threat. But the burn.
Let Evelyn Voss know that Harper Price wasn’t afraid of her.
And she damn well wasn’t done.

T  hree days later, Harper sat at a café in Neutral Bay when she got the tip.
Renna, one of her long-time political contacts, slid into the opposite seat like she was handing over state secrets. “Langley and Voss have a dinner reservation on Friday night at the Marley Lounge. Just the Minister, his wife, and your favourite tech queen.”
Harper blinked. “Are you serious?”
“Dead. I saw the internal schedule. Not an official dinner but a private one. Fully visible.”
Harper’s blood heated with something bitter. The idea of Evelyn sipping wine beside Langley—untouched by scandal—made her want to scream.
Instead, she smiled. “Thanks, Renna. You’re a gem.”
That afternoon, Harper raided her closet and ended up surrounded by rejected outfits. Too severe. Too flirty. Too plain. She finally settled on a sleek blue dress—elegant, but bold. The neckline was high, but the silhouette was cut to flatter. She paired it with silver earrings, a velvet clutch, and lipstick dark enough to signal intention. Her hair was piled into a messy bun.
Her phone buzzed with a text from Noni: "On my way."

When the Uber pulled up, Harper joined Noni in the backseat.
“You look incredible,” Noni said. “Is this effort for me, or the woman we’re pretending you’re not trying to provoke?”
Harper gave her a side glance. “If I said both?”
“Then I’d feel flattered and suspicious.”
They exchanged a knowing look as the car pulled onto Oxford Street, headlights slicing through the early evening traffic.
“Remember that club opening in Newtown?” Noni said. “You wore those ridiculous boots that gave you blisters within ten minutes.”
“I refused to take them off. I looked amazing.”
“You looked like you were trying to prove a point to someone who wasn’t even there.”
“I was. You just didn’t realize it yet.”
Noni laughed, and for a moment, the tension in Harper’s shoulders eased. “We were a mess.”
“We had a good time,” Harper said.
They reached the restaurant just after eight, and the tension started to coil again in Harper’s gut. But this time, she welcomed it.
Not an outfit for a date.
An outfit for a statement.
They were led into the softly lit main dining room. The tables were generously spaced, but not hidden. The maître d’ placed them just two tables away from a reserved table.
Ten minutes later, she felt Evelyn before she saw her.
Evelyn entered behind the minister and his wife, dressed in an open off-white coat over a steel-grey silk blouse and matching tailored trousers. Her heels made no sound, but the room seemed to still around her.
James Langley was in his mid-sixties, with the practiced charm of a consummate politician. His thinning hair was combed back with more confidence than success, and he’d run slightly to fat in recent years, his tweed jacket straining across his middle. He worked the room, smiling affably at the diners as he walked through the tables.
His wife, Vivienne Langley, was at least fifteen years his junior and looked every bit the polished socialite. She dressed with elegance—her hair was immaculately styled, her makeup perfect, and three fingers sparkled with jewelled rings. Harper had heard she had the wealth and connections of the marriage.
Evelyn passed their table without looking sideways, then took a seat facing them.
Noni, already mid-sip of her cocktail, raised an eyebrow. “That her?”
“Yep.”
“Shit, she’s something. The hair’s very ‘don’t talk to me unless you’re carrying a classified file.’”
Harper grinned. “She probably keeps secrets in the bun.”
Noni chuckled and lifted her glass. “To weaponized hair.”
Harper clinked hers in reply.
Their meal arrived; seared scallops with a beetroot glaze for Noni, a charred eggplant and harissa lamb dish for Harper. They talked about everything but Evelyn: Noni’s night shift chaos, Harper’s editor’s terrible new tie collection, the time they got locked in a lecture hall during their undergrad years.
Harper drank more wine than usual and laughed loudly. Let herself lean in. At one point, Noni said something that made her throw her head back and genuinely grin.
That was when Evelyn looked over.
Not a glance. A deliberate look. Direct and measuring.
Harper didn’t break eye contact.
Instead, she leaned forward, brushing Noni’s wrist as she laughed.
Noni raised an eyebrow again. “You're trying to make someone jealous, aren't you?”
Harper didn’t answer.
“Want to make it more convincing?” Noni offered, her lips curved in amusement.
“No,” Harper said. “It’s not about her.”
“Liar.”
They clinked glasses again. This time, Harper didn’t stop smiling.
Let Evelyn see it. Let her watch.
The meal lingered longer than Harper expected. Dessert was served—a cheesecake that they shared—and the wine had done its job dulling the edge of her anger. As they stepped outside into the cool night air, Harper exhaled slowly, already regretting her performance.
The Uber pulled up to the curb. Noni hesitated. “Are you okay?” she asked, glancing at Harper.
Harper touched her arm to convey her apology. “Thanks for coming. Seriously. You didn’t have to play decoy.”
Noni gave her a half-smile. “You were terrible at pretending it wasn’t about her, by the way.”
“I wasn’t pretending.”
“You were hoping she’d notice you.”
Harper looked away, biting back the instinct to deny it. “Maybe.”
“She looked. That much I can tell you.”
Harper forced a laugh, then reached to open the car door. “Want me to drop you off first?”
“No, it’s fine. You live closer. I don’t have to be at the hospital until eight tomorrow.”
The drive back was quiet. Noni scrolled her phone while Harper stared out the window, watching Sydney blur past in a mess of red lights and shadowed corners.
When they pulled up in front of her building, Harper turned to Noni. “Thanks again. For everything.”
“It was nice having fun together again,” Noni said. “But next time, let’s go out for something real. Not to prove a point.”
Harper nodded. “Deal.” She got out and climbed the stairs to her flat. When the door clicked shut behind her, the silence pressed in.
She leaned against the wall for a moment, chest tight. She wasn’t satisfied, or vindicated or triumphant.
If anything, she was more frustrated than before and she felt like a stalker.
And she hated that she cared.



 Chapter Six 

T  he morning sun slanted across the office, soft and golden, but Evelyn saw only red.
She stood at the window with a cup of coffee she hadn’t touched, staring out at the glittering Sydney skyline with a jaw so tight it ached.
The evening before played in her mind on a continuous, infuriating loop: Harper Price, laughing too loudly. Harper Price, leaning into that woman like she didn’t have a care in the world. Harper Price, looking radiant—self-satisfied—in that blue dress that clung to her curves.
It hadn’t been the sight of her with someone else that bothered Evelyn.
It was the intentionality of it. The way Harper had made sure Evelyn saw it. The performance.

You want to play games, Ms. Price?

Fine.
Evelyn moved to her desk, heels clicking against the polished floor like a metronome. Rae was already waiting with a pad in her hand, eyes focused but quiet. Used to Her boss’s moods, her stoic PA knew when to be wary.
“Morning,” Rae said, offering a fresh document summary.
Evelyn didn’t sit. “Has Legal reviewed the article?”
“They’re drafting a preliminary response. No names were mentioned, but the implications are obvious.”
“Of course they are,” Evelyn said. “That was the point.”
Rae hesitated. “Should we pursue a takedown request?”
“No. That gives it more weight than it deserves. We’ll respond quietly and strategically when she least expects it.”
Evelyn finally sat and set her coffee down without tasting it. “Also,” she added, “I want full reports on every department connected to the Wavelength contract. Anyone who had sign-off. No exceptions. I don’t care if they’ve worked here ten years without incident.”
Rae nodded. “You think someone gave her the trail?”
“I think someone gave her enough to be dangerous.” Evelyn’s voice cooled. “And if she’s playing this publicly, then we’re already losing control of the situation.”
She glanced toward the glass wall again. The reflection that met her was as composed as ever. Hair sleek. Makeup flawless. But her nails dug faint half-moons into the palm of her hand.
She wasn’t angry that Harper was still investigating.
She was angry that Harper was smiling while doing it.

And worse, Evelyn didn’t know whether she wanted to shut her up or kiss her senseless.
That was the most maddening part.
Because even now, with all her logic and precision, Evelyn couldn’t decide which urge she hated more. So, she decided she was done letting Harper Price take up space in her mind. If Harper could perform, then Evelyn could match her step for step. Better yet, exceed it.
She moved her untouched coffee cup to the side, opened her calendar, and scanned through the last few months. Networking events. Fundraisers. A gallery opening in Paddington two Fridays ago.
That was it. The artist, Melinda Maguire.
A brilliant, charismatic sculptor with bedroom eyes and an easy laugh. She’d introduced herself with paint on her fingers and admiration in her voice, standing beside a wire-and-light installation that Evelyn had found genuinely impressive. Melinda had lingered longer than most. She had made it clear—subtle, but unmistakable—that her interest extended beyond Evelyn’s philanthropy. She’d given her a business card with her private phone number on the back.
Not interested, Evelyn had put it in her pocket.
But now?
Now she was curious.
She searched for the card and tapped out a message. Evelyn Voss: Would you be interested in dinner this week? I owe you a longer conversation about your installation and I could use a distraction.

Melinda replied within minutes.

Melinda Maguire: I'd love that. Thursday night? I know a place with excellent wine and terrible lighting. I’ll text after I make the reservation.

Evelyn’s lips twitched: Perfect. 7:30.

She sent off a text to the company social reporter to be ready with her camera on Thursday night, then closed her phone. If Harper wanted to act unbothered, Evelyn would let her. She would take someone else to bed and she wouldn’t give Harper a thought.
The rest of the workday dragged by, her focus off balance. She attended briefings, signed off on policy memos, and reviewed security audits—but Harper’s laughter kept circling in the back of her mind like a phantom echo.
But then one file in particular caught her attention and she jerked back into work mode. It was a mid-level contract amendment in the Wavelength logistics report. A small one, buried in a bundle of routine authorizations, but the name of the approving manager didn’t match the digital signature. It had been rubber-stamped from a credential that hadn’t been active in over three months. Someone had either forged access, or reactivated a dormant account to push something through.
Evelyn flagged it immediately and cross-referenced the associated shipments. Most were headed toward a storage facility in North head.
Her pulse quickened. Something was off, and now she had a trail to follow.

E  velyn stood in front of her expansive closet, staring at rows of carefully chosen garments and feeling strangely undecided.
She finally chose a slate grey dress—structured, refined, but elegant—and paired it with a fitted black coat and stiletto heels. Her makeup was understated, her earrings small sapphires that glinted only when she turned just right.
The restaurant Melinda had chosen was tucked behind a modern gallery in Surry Hills. It was dim, all flickering candles and polished wood, the air scented faintly of jasmine. Evelyn arrived precisely on time, sweeping into the entrance like she owned the building.
Melinda was already waiting at a table near the window, a glass of wine in hand. She rose when Evelyn approached and smiled. “You look stunning,” she said.
“Ah, methinks I am outdone tonight,” Evelyn replied smoothly.
The night started off well, the food was tasty and Melinda was a good conversationist. They discussed the exhibit she was preparing for, the grant applications she was reviewing, and the complexities of emerging light-sculpture techniques.
Somewhere between her second glass of wine and the arrival of the entrées, Evelyn’s mind caught on something Melinda mentioned casually. "The exhibit space in North head?”
“Mmm, yes. They pushed the install date forward because one of the funding sponsors rerouted their logistics schedule. Something about priority tech equipment being moved into storage—Voss Nexus, your company."
Evelyn stilled, her fork halfway to her plate. "Voss Nexus moved equipment into an art space?" she asked, too calmly.
Melinda shrugged, sipping her wine. "That’s what the gallery director said. They lease out part of the warehouse occasionally. Short-term, high-security. Very hush-hush."
Evelyn masked her reaction with a polite nod, but she filed away the information.
She hadn’t approved any usage in North head or any warehouse contracts. If equipment was being moved quietly, without a formal requisition trail, it meant someone in her company was making decisions without her.
Someone was using her company’s name to do it.
The rest of the conversation blurred after that. Evelyn smiled when appropriate, responded when expected, but the thread had been pulled, and now she wouldn’t let it go.
Melinda was charming. Smart. Funny. She spoke with enthusiasm about her process, about the way light bent through sculpture, about impermanence and technology and emotion tangled together in form.
“You have the most fascinating perspective,” Evelyn said as their second course was cleared away.
Melinda leaned forward; eyes curious. “That almost sounded sincere.”
Evelyn allowed a faint curve of her lips. “It was.”
They lingered over dessert, a delicate saffron panna cotta with burnt orange syrup. The wine softened the edges of the evening, made it easier for Evelyn to lean into the quiet ease Melinda carried.
“I hope I’m not reading this wrong,” Melinda said, setting her glass down, “but it feels like we’re not just here to talk about sculpture.”
Evelyn met her gaze. “You’re not wrong.”
Melinda’s smile deepened. “Good. I was hoping to see more of you than your patronage persona.”
Evelyn reached for her purse. “Would you like to come back to my place for a nightcap?”
Melinda didn’t hesitate. “Absolutely.”
As soon as they stepped out of the restaurant, a woman with a camera appeared. After she snapped off the first shot, Evelyn put her hand possessively around Melinda’s shoulder, making sure the photographer got a good angle.
“Damn paparazzi,” murmured Evelyn as she helped Melinda into the car.
The ride back to Evelyn’s apartment was accompanied by the low hum of jazz on the car’s speakers. Melinda looked out the window, her fingers occasionally brushing Evelyn’s on the leather seat between them. Evelyn stayed silent, her mind buzzing not with anticipation, but distraction.
Her penthouse was minimalist and cold by design, filled with clean lines and glass, a curated contrast to the warmth in Melinda’s tone as she stepped inside. Evelyn offered her red wine, and watched the sculptor admire the framed abstract piece by the entryway.
“It’s aggressive,” Melinda said. “In a good way.”
“Most people say that about me.”
Melinda turned, amused. “And are they wrong?”
“No.”
The first kiss came not long after, slow and exploratory. Evelyn initiated it, well-practiced in the art of seduction. It was easier to fall into the rhythm, for Melinda was beautiful. Skilled. Present.
Even when she finally pulled Melinda down to the sofa with her, kissing her harder than necessary, Evelyn knew this wasn’t about desire.
It was defiance.
When she took her to bed, she made sure Melinda got the most pleasure out of the encounter as she could give. But as much as she tried, she couldn’t get excited.
The artist was a passionate woman and very receptive to her touch, but to Evelyn’s abject horror, her libido had a mind of its own. Even as she was stroking Melinda to her climax, her thoughts wandered to that night . She pushed the memory of Harper’s face away again and again. The dress. The laughter. That glint in her eyes. It crawled under Evelyn’s skin like a splinter she couldn’t dig out.
After she had brought her to orgasm, and Melinda tried to reciprocate, Evelyn shook her head. “No, I’m satisfied,” she murmured.
Melinda slipped into one of Evelyn’s silk robes and wandered to the window, looking down at the harbour lights. “You’re a hard woman to read,” she said softly.
Evelyn, still on the bed, looked up. “That’s intentional.”
Melinda turned back, watching her. “Why did I get the impression that you weren’t involved as much as I was. You’re clearly wound up as tight as a spring, in need of release. Is there someone else?”
Evelyn hesitated a bit too long. “No one that matters.”
Melinda nodded slowly, as if she understood. “I won’t expect a follow-up brunch.”
Evelyn smiled faintly. “You’re smarter than most.”
Melinda came over, kissed her once more—gently and with regret—and gathered her things. She left without another word.
And Evelyn was alone again, staring at the city lights, feeling like a sleaze.



 Chapter Seven 

H  arper was elbows-deep in takeout containers and a third rewrite.
Her desk was a chaotic mess of sticky notes, old coffee mugs, and a half-eaten pizza. She hadn’t slept properly in two days. Her hair was pulled into a haphazard bun, strands falling into her eyes as she scrolled through data logs and interview transcripts. Her brain was humming with leads and inconsistencies, until her phone vibrated signalling an incoming text. She searched the desk, finding it under a pile of papers at the back.
It was from Margo. You’re going to want to see this.

Harper tapped the link with greasy fingers, not particularly interested until the image came onto the screen.
Then everything else fell away.
There, brightly lit and framed like a perfect ice sculpture was Evelyn Voss. Stylish dress. Impeccable posture. That ever-unbothered look, and a knowing side glance at the camera that made Harper want to scream.
And beside her? Melinda Maguire. Sculptor. Tall, warm, magnetic. Her smile practically said I’ll spend the night with her.

The caption read: “Evening of Elegance: Evelyn Voss steps out with artist Melinda Maguire—date night or strategic alliance?”

Harper stared at the image, her stomach twisting. They looked good together. Too good.
The kind of good that made Harper feel like a fool.
She clicked out of the tab. Then clicked into Instagram:

“Art & Ambition: Voss Nexus CEO seen with Melinda Maguire—Sydney’s most unexpected power couple?”

She tapped to the next site:

“When Power Meets Palette: Evelyn Voss and Melinda Maguire spark headlines with art-world rendezvous
.”

Harper’s mug clattered against the desk and she didn’t even realize she’d picked it up. Or dropped it.
She paced the floor. Her apartment was too warm, too bright, too still. She wanted to slam something. Scream. Or maybe text Evelyn something cruel. Or clever. Or both.
She hated the tightness in her chest. Hated how personal it felt.
Here was Evelyn in the limelight, her arm possessively around a stunning artist, while Harper stood in a pile of takeout wrappers, watching it all from the outside.
It ruined the rest of the day for her and when Darlene rang later, she clung to the phone like a lifeline.
“You good, Harper?”
“No,” Harper snapped, throwing a crumpled receipt at the wall. “I’m fucking great.”
“Okay,” Darlene said, not missing a beat. “So, you saw the photos.”
“Which ones? The one where Evelyn looks like a goddamn runway model or the one where they look like they can’t wait to get home and fuck?”
Dalene gave a little snicker. “Both.”
“She doesn’t even date people,” Harper muttered. “She barely even acknowledges feelings exist. And now she’s out there sipping wine and doing slow smiles with some artist.”
“You’re jealous.”
“I’m angry.”
“You’re jealously angry.”
Harper groaned and flopped onto her couch. “I need a win.”
“Then go get one,” Darlene said. “Stop whining and do what you’re good at.”
After hanging up, Harper didn’t move for a while. The walls of her apartment felt tighter than usual. Her chest ached in that slow, infuriating way that only Evelyn Voss ever managed to conjure.
She wandered into the kitchen, rinsed out the mug she’d dropped, and caught her reflection in the microwave door. Hollow-eyed. Hair a mess. The picture of a woman who didn’t care.
And yet—she did.
Memories slipped in without permission. The soft murmur of Evelyn’s voice late at night. The cool fingers tracing down her spine. One particular moment, burned in vivid colour: Harper leaning against the headboard in the quiet hotel room, asking, "You don't do public, do you?" Evelyn, naked and unguarded, had replied, "No one gets to see me like this."
But now everyone did. She amended that to not naked , but public.
Harper returned to her laptop, staring down the image. She studied the angle of Evelyn’s jaw, the tiny tilt of her half smile, the hand on the other woman’s shoulder. There was nothing accidental about it. Evelyn knew the cameras were there. She had posed with poise and purpose.

So why did it feel like she was posing just for me?

Harper shut her laptop with a snap and stood. Who was she kidding. The last person Evelyn would be thinking of at that moment would be her.
She sighed and went back to her overflowing desk. Time to work.
She spent the next forty-eight hours tracing emails, verifying contractor names, cross-referencing public delivery manifests with redacted government reports. Somewhere in that pile, Wavelength had gone from innovation to cover-up—and Harper was going to find out where it was.
One warehouse name kept appearing. Buried in budgetary footnotes, listed under equipment transfers and site maintenance: a space in North Head.
She made a note, then leaned back in her chair. She needed to get out of the house and what a better way than to check it out herself.

H  arper stood outside the locked warehouse in North Head. The area was in a deserted part of the city, so she didn’t worry about the sound of her boots crunching in the gravel as she walked the perimeter. The building loomed like a relic of past days—dilapidated, squat and painted a dull, industrial grey. It crouched between two other warehouses that didn’t look neglected.
The padlock on the front door was newer than the rest of the property. She jiggled it to test for give. Nothing. She peered through the window, taking in the faint outline of containers inside—some marked, some too clean to be old.
She made her way around the side, stepping over a crumpled fast-food container and what looked like a broken sensor casing. There were no cameras—at least none visible. She
stood in the shadows in the lane, debating whether to scale the gate when the low hum of an engine drifted down the narrow lane.
Harper ducked behind the corner of the warehouse, watching as the black sedan slowed then rolled to a stop. The engine cut and the driver door opened. She ducked back out of sight—whoever it was could be violent.
Then she heard footsteps, the light tread of someone not afraid to be seen.
Evelyn Voss stepped into view, and Harper didn’t move, hugging the shadows. She watched as Evelyn scanned the exterior of the warehouse, then peered through the small window. She wore dark jeans, a navy t-shirt, white sneakers and a canvas messenger bag slung over one shoulder. Her hair was up, sunglasses forgotten in her hair.
She looked tense.
Harper could see the way Evelyn’s hand lingered near her side, as if she was debating whether to pull out her phone or reach for something more defensive. She walked closer to the warehouse gate and froze as Harper shifted her foot.
Evelyn turned quickly and her eyes landed on her in the shadows.
Her body visibly relaxed and she let out a breath. But it didn’t last.
Relief turned to anger.
“I should’ve known,” Evelyn snapped. “You don’t know when to leave a dead story alone.”
“If it’s dead, why are you here creeping around,” Harper growled out, stepping away from the wall.
Evelyn came closer, her voice low. “You shouldn’t be here.”
“Neither should you.”
The silence between them buzzed louder than the city around them.
Evelyn folded her arms. “Following me now?”
Harper gave a cold smile. “I’ve been five steps ahead. But it’s nice to see you catching up.”
They stood toe to toe now, tension pulsing between them. Neither moved.
Then Evelyn’s eyes dropped for half a second—to Harper’s mouth.
“Still jealous?” Evelyn asked, voice like silk cut with ice.
Harper’s hand curled into a fist. “Of what? Your staged dinner date?”
Evelyn stepped closer. “You keep pretending you don’t care. Yet here you are, trespassing through the same shadow I’m chasing.”
“I care about the story,” Harper said. “Not you.”
“Liar.”
It came out quieter than expected. And blunter.
Harper didn’t blink. “Prove it.”
She didn’t know who moved first. It didn’t matter.
One moment they were arguing, and the next⁠—
Evelyn grabbed Harper by the collar, pushed her against the wall, and kissed her.
It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t romantic. It was hard with anger.
Harper shoved her back, only to pull her in again, teeth scraping lips, hands fisting in her shirt.
Then Evelyn’s hands were in her shirt, cupping her breasts. Harper grasped her bottom massaging hard as Evelyn tweaked her nipples. She thrust her thigh between Harper’s legs, and Harper rocked her pelvis against it, seeking relief. Suddenly, Harper realized what she was doing and pulled away.
They stared at each other, breaths ragged and uneven. Then Evelyn muttered, “This doesn’t change anything.”
“Good,” Harper growled. “Because I’m still going to get my story.”
Then she kissed her again and Evelyn responded.
They finally broke apart, flushed and breathless, both startled by the silence that followed. The scent of concrete and arousal hung in the air.
Harper’s chest rose and fell as she tried to get her breath back. She touched her lips without thinking, feeling the sting where Evelyn’s teeth had grazed them.
Her fingers curled into fists. She should’ve shoved her away at the beginning. Should’ve walked off with a line clever enough to sting.
But all she said was, “I should hate you.”
“You do,” Evelyn replied.
Harper stepped back slowly, her voice shaky with both adrenaline and heat. “This doesn’t mean you’re off the hook.”
Evelyn straightened her shirt. “You’re not getting a quote.”
“Didn’t ask for one,” Harper said. “Are you going into the warehouse or what?”
Evelyn shook her head. “I wanted to see where it was. The lock is new so someone has been using it lately. I’ll come back tomorrow and look.” She turned on her heel, but she didn’t walk fast.
And Harper didn’t stop watching her go.



 Chapter Eight 

E  velyn arrived at the North head warehouse just after five a.m., dressed in black jeans and a field jacket.
Rae was already there, waiting near the gate with bolt cutters and a flashlight. Evelyn had toyed with the idea of bringing her bodyguards, but figured the fewer people that knew, the better. Until she found who was doing this, she had to be careful—Rae was the only one she could trust explicitly. And she had a black belt in Judo.
When they reached the door of the warehouse, the padlock was gone.
“Someone came in during the night,” she said. “It was locked yesterday afternoon.”
They pushed open the door and entered. The place smelled of dust and diesel. The containers that had once cluttered the interior were gone.
Every single one.
She paced the space in silence, checking corners, stacks, crates. Nothing. No shipping manifests. No inventory markers. Not even a scrap of paper.
Whoever had been using the site had scrubbed it clean.
She crouched and ran her fingers along the warehouse floor. Fine streaks of rubber dust marked the space where something large had been moved. Within hours. Someone had worked quickly, and efficiently.
“What about security feeds, Rae?”
“There’s no registered line,” Rae replied. “But I’ll check local traffic cams in the area. If something moved between midnight and now, someone saw it. But I doubt there’ll be much. This part of the city is old and disused.”
Evelyn walked toward the far end of the warehouse, where the walls met at a slanted corner. A vent grille lay half-loose against the floor, and next to it, a small torn sticker with a serial barcode, barely intact.
She bagged it without a word.
Then she ran her hand along the back wall and paused.
A small screw-hole. Fresh. Clean.
She bent down. Another at shoulder height. Just enough space for a small mounted device—exactly where you’d place a wireless camera.
“Someone was watching,” she said coldly. “Someone knew I was coming.”
Rae said nothing, but Evelyn could feel the shift in her energy.
They were being followed.
“I want a full sensor sweep,” Evelyn added. “Exterior and interior. Look for anything residual. Bluetooth signals. Anything missed in a rush.”
“Yes, Evelyn,” Rae said, already moving.
Evelyn lingered another moment in the centre of the hollowed-out space, breathing in the cold stillness.
She didn’t like ghosts. And this place reeked of them.

B  y the time she returned to her office, she’d already called Legal twice and scheduled a quiet inquiry with Internal Risk. Her inbox had doubled in unread alerts. Two board members had texted her directly.
Trouble was circling, and it was starting to smell like blood.
She hadn’t even made it to her floor when Rae intercepted her before she stepped into the lift.
“Your father’s here.”
Evelyn stopped. “He wasn’t supposed to land until Friday.”
“He chartered a red-eye. He’s waiting in the private lounge.”
Of course he was.
When she entered the room, Elliot Voss was standing by the bar, nursing a coffee, sleeves rolled, tie undone. He had the presence of a man who had built empires with handshakes and clever management, a legacy he’d passed on to his daughter. If anything, Evelyn was even more driven to succeed.
In his mid-sixties and still powerfully built, Elliot radiated an authority that came from decades of commanding rooms without ever needing to raise his voice. His silver hair was perfectly groomed, and his tailored suit well-cut. His eyes were watchful beneath a weathered brow. The air around him always seemed just a few degrees colder.
He was a man used to winning, and accustomed to others falling in line. But not with Evelyn—he knew better than to challenge her authority inside these walls.
“Evelyn,” he greeted her with his well-modulated voice.
She crossed the room and kissed him on the cheek. “How was the flight, father?”
“Not bad. I still don’t like flying commercial,” he said.
She allowed the corner of her mouth to twitch. “Everything all right back home?”
“Everything’s fine. Your mother sends her love. She wants you to call more often.”
“I’ll make more time to do it,” Evelyn said.
“I read the Price article. And saw the headlines.” He spoke evenly, but there was no mistaking the seriousness behind it. “Walk me through it.”
“I’m trying to find out,” she said. “There’s a breach in our chain of custody. I suspect someone’s using our logistics division to move contraband through Australia.”
“Illegally?”
“There’s nothing on the books. But the warehouse I investigated this morning was cleared out overnight. Scrubbed. Traces of surveillance mounts on the interior wall. And Wavelength paperwork signed with dead credentials.”
Elliot’s jaw ticked. He leaned forward slightly, not in challenge but in curiosity. "How long has it been happening?"
Evelyn didn’t answer right away. Her mind flashed back to that warehouse. And Harper’s voice. Her questions. Her insistence.
Would she have found this without her?
It irritated her how easily Harper had inserted herself into every layer of Evelyn’s life—professionally and otherwise. But it also gnawed at her, the growing awareness that Harper wasn’t just guessing. She was a top investigator.
And if Evelyn didn’t get ahead of this story, Harper would.
"Long before I arrived" she said finally, her tone clipped. “I only caught the trail because of Harper Price. Her article wasn’t entirely wrong.”
He looked at her, eyes narrowing. “Is there anything I need to worry about with the journalist?”
She didn’t flinch. “I’ll handle her.”
He didn’t press further. Elliot Voss wasn’t her superior—he was her equal, and he knew when to step back and let her lead.
“What about the bastards who are moving the contraband?”
Evelyn frowned. “I’m working on it, but I need access to every contract routed through Asia-Pacific for the last six months.”
“You’ll have it,” he said simply. “Will you dine with me tonight?”
She nodded. “I’ll get Rae to make a reservation somewhere. What do you feel like.”
“A good steak.”
“Right. I’ll tell Rae. I’ll pick you up at six-thirty outside your hotel.”
When she turned to go, his voice followed her. “We walk a tight rope, you and I. Just don’t lose your footing.”
She paused at the door.
“I don’t make mistakes,” she said without turning.

B  ack in her office, Rae had already compiled a set of flagged vendor tags and a preliminary trail from the North Head shipping schedule. The barcode scrap they found traced back to a shell distributor—one that hadn’t filed a clean invoice in months.
“There’s one other facility with irregular manifests,” Rae said, tapping through the report. “A site in Newcastle. Same logistics footprint, but no movement in weeks. I’m not convinced it’s active.”
Evelyn didn’t respond right away. She stared at the screen, but her focus was elsewhere—on motive, on intent.
This wasn’t a network. It wasn’t a syndicate.
It was a single breach. A single betrayal. Someone close. Someone who knew how to hide.
And Evelyn was going to find them.
The press could wait. The board could wait. Harper could write what she wanted.
This was her company.
And she was taking it back.
Evelyn stared at the screen, feeling the tension draw tighter across her ribs.
“This has been going on under our nose,” she murmured.
Rae nodded. “It’s organized. Layered. And someone knew how to avoid internal flags.”
Evelyn pursed her lips. She wasn’t just fighting press and perception anymore. She was fighting her own company.
And someone inside was going to pay for it.
She leaned back in her chair and rubbed her temple. The longer she stared at the data Rae had compiled, the clearer it became: she was missing something—something Harper might already know.
She hated the thought. Hated even more that it made sense.
Price was relentless, and she had eyes on parts of the story Evelyn couldn’t legally touch. If Harper had any leads, any evidence she hadn’t published yet, it might help Evelyn plug the breach before the board demanded answers. Before someone else tried to clean house behind her back.
But reaching out to her would be a problem.
Harper wasn’t someone Evelyn could just summon. Not without giving something up. Not without looking vulnerable. The kiss still burned at the edge of her thoughts—ferocious, reckless, completely out of character. Evelyn didn’t do impulsive. She didn’t lose control. And yet, in that moment behind rusting crates, she had let Harper Price—of all people—get under her skin.
It was infuriating.
Worse, it was distracting.
She could still taste the bitterness in Harper’s voice when she said she’ll destroy her. Could still feel the heat in the way she kissed her, like the truth was something neither of them wanted to admit.
This was why Evelyn didn’t get involved. This was why she kept her walls high, her heart out of reach. Emotions blurred the lines. Harper blurred the lines.
And now, with her company under siege from the inside, Evelyn couldn’t afford even a flicker of that distraction.
She tapped her pen against the desk, considering.
How the hell was she supposed to reach out to her? A text would be too casual. A formal invitation would come across like a trap. Harper was likely to tell her to fuck off.
She could send Rae.
No. That would look like cowardice.
She’d have to find a way to talk to Harper face-to-face. Somewhere neutral. Somewhere Harper couldn’t spin the moment into a headline.
Maybe she could call in a favour. Maybe...
Evelyn stopped the thought before it finished.
She’d find a way.
A sudden idea struck her. She didn't have to go through official channels at all.
She remembered the business card Harper’s assistant had handed her the day of the press conference—Farley Press. Evelyn had never used it, but she knew it was still in her desk. Tucked away.
She walked over, opened the drawer, and pulled it out. Harper Price. Chief Investigative Journalist. A mobile number at the bottom.
She picked up her phone and sent a text. We need to talk. Somewhere quiet. Name the place.

She hovered over the send button for a heartbeat longer than she liked—then tapped it.
The reply came faster than she expected. Not somewhere quiet. Somewhere public. There’s a bar in the city, The Blue Harlem. Ten tomorrow night. Don’t be late.

Evelyn stared at the screen. Harper didn’t ask for context. Didn’t offer small talk. It wasn’t a peace offering. It was a challenge.
She smoothed a hand over her desk and exhaled. “Very well,” she murmured to no one.
She’d go.
And she’d be ready.



 Chapter Nine 

H  arper loved The Blue Harlem for its atmosphere—low lighting, velvet booths, and moody jazz.
When she walked in, a small trio played a slow, smoky rendition of 'At Last' by Etta James. The vocalist had a voice like spiced honey, that smoothed over clinking glass and soft laughter. It made her feel like she’d stepped into another time, and your mistakes couldn’t follow you past the velvet curtains.
Candles flickered in tiny glasses at each table, the scent of sandalwood and rum faint on the air. Even the two bartenders looked like they’d stepped out of New Orleans: sleeves rolled to elbows, hair slicked back, movements smooth with a little bit of swing.
It was the kind of place where secrets could be whispered over drinks and no one would think to eavesdrop. Where rich and ordinary folk rubbed shoulders, sharing their love of Jazz.
There were maybe twenty patrons inside, scattered across booths and leather barstools. Some sort of party was happening in the private room upstairs—Harper had clocked the half-drunken laughter on her way in—but the main floor was quieter. A woman in a crimson dress sat alone at the bar. Two men in bespoke suits were arguing softly near the fireplace.
Everyone had a game to play.
And then there was Evelyn Voss—who didn’t look like she played games so much as rewrote the rules entirely.
Harper had come to The Blue Harlem with two intentions: to give Evelyn just enough to keep her guessing, and to prove she wasn’t affected by her.
That plan unravelled in the first five minutes.
Evelyn sat across from her like a challenge dressed in silk and restraint. Always unreadable. Always the Ice Queen. And Harper hated how much she wanted to make her lose that frosty composure.
“I’ll get the drinks,” said Evelyn, unfurling herself gracefully from the padded chair in the booth. “What will you have?”
“Their special rum cocktail, thanks. It’s yummy.”
Evelyn nodded. “Sounds good.”
She returned with the cocktail and a whisky for herself.
Harper eyed her curiously. “Is that all you drink?”
“Mostly.”
“Splurge—try a cocktail.”
“Maybe later. Business first.”
Harper took a sip of the drink and regarded her over the rim of the glass. “What do you want to know?”
“Who you’re getting your information from for a start.”
Harper chuckled and waggled a finger. “Ah—ah. That’s confidential.”
Evelyn scowled at her. “There are discrepancies in the books. Someone is fiddling with the stock. What do you know of those goods in that warehouse? You were there snooping around.”
Harper took another sip and formed her words carefully. She could give names. Connections. A trail she’d been chasing for weeks. But not yet. This was her scoop but she’d give something. “Someone high up in Voss Nexus is not only manipulating purchase orders, but it looks like someone in the government could be involved as well.”
Evelyn went still and Harper did expect the flicker of something like genuine concern in her eyes. “You’re sure?”
“Not a hundred percent, but close.”
Evelyn looked at her thoughtfully. “You’ve clearly more knowledge about this than I have.”
Harper finished the last of her cocktail, letting the cold settle in her chest. To cool the part of her that wanted to lean in too far, say too much.
Let Evelyn sweat. Let her wonder. Let her want.
Harper knew exactly how to play that game. “I can’t—won’t—tell you anymore, Evelyn. It’s my story. But I’ll give you a tip. Follow the money.”
“Meaning what exactly?”
Harper shrugged. “You figure it out.”
Evelyn narrowed her eyes, but then her face changed and she smiled. “Let’s have another drink.”
Harper hesitated, knowing she should get up and walk out. But her mouth had a mind of its own. “Yes, please.”
The jazz singer began to sing Cry Me A River and she settled back to enjoy the song. When Evelyn returned to her seat, Harper took a gulp of her drink and smiled across at her. “What do you think of the place.”
Evelyn looked at her warmly. “It’s nice. Relaxing.”
Harper felt a flush of pleasure. It felt good to be able to share this with someone. She knew it wasn’t supposed to be like this. This was about corruption, not chemistry. But Evelyn blurred that line just by breathing.
She leaned forward on her elbows. "What about you? Where do you like to hang out in New York.”
Evelyn gave the smallest shrug. "I work most of the time."
"That’s a cold answer."
"It’s an honest one." Evelyn let her glass rest in her palm. "I spent most of my twenties in rooms where being the smartest woman wasn’t enough. I had to be the quietest, the most composed, the most ruthless. That doesn’t leave much room for socializing."
Harper tilted her head. "So, what were you doing at Maxies?"
Evelyn’s eyes flicked to her. "Sometimes you need to get away."
Harper laughed, low. "I should talk. Once I get my teeth into a story, I’m obsessive.” She finished her drink. Evelyn waved her hand this time and the bartender came over with another rum cocktail.
Harper felt it settle into her bones like heat.
She could taste the electric quiet between them now, felt the weight of Evelyn’s gaze when it dropped to her mouth. Harper had tried to stay alert, focused, but her body betrayed her—too aware, too attuned to the woman across from her.
They’d stopped asking serious questions. Now it was just fragments—looser, slower.
"Do you have family?" Harper asked.
Evelyn hesitated, just for a beat. "Yes. My father lives in New York; he’s over here at the moment. He’s the founder of the company, still holds his seat on the board, but I run it now."
"And your mother?"
"Alive. Complicated. We don’t speak often." Evelyn looked down at her glass. "She’s not the kind of woman who understands ambition unless it wears a suit and has a man’s name on it."
Harper nodded slowly. "That explains a lot."
"Don’t go analysing me. You asked."
"I’m not judging," Harper said. "Mine’s gone. My mum passed two years ago. Cancer. She was a solicitor. Smart as a whip. My dad, he left before I hit high school."
Evelyn’s gaze sharpened slightly, something unreadable behind it.
"You were close to her?"
"Very. She hated that I became a journalist. She wanted me to do something safer. But she always said, 'If you’re going to tell the truth, at least make it count.'"
They were quiet for a moment, the kind of quiet that felt like something important had just passed between them.
Then Harper said softly, "I keep a photo of her on my desk. Just so I remember why I started doing this."
Evelyn looked at her for a long moment. "That’s... surprisingly sincere."
"It happens. Every ten years or so."
Evelyn smiled, slow and faint. Not false. Real.
Then Harper shared a story about chasing a mining company exec through the Outback with nothing but a recorder and a rental car that barely survived the dusty roads. Evelyn listened, really listened, eyes focused, lips curved just slightly in amusement. She shared a memory of Tokyo—of being underestimated in a boardroom full of men twice her age, and making them regret it by the end of the quarter.
Harper shouldn’t have liked that story. But she did.
The drinks blurred her edges, but didn’t dull them.
They danced. No invitation needed this time.
Harper reached for Evelyn as soon as another slow song was sung. Something sultry, thick with rhythm. Their bodies aligned again like they were made for each other.
Evelyn’s hand pressed low at her back. Harper curled into her, more than necessary.
It was dangerous. Stupid.
God, she wanted to kiss her.
Her breath hitched when Evelyn whispered, "You’re staring."
"So are you."
They danced until the music faded. Until the world closed around them in shadows and heat.
And Harper didn’t care that she was supposed to hate this woman.
Not tonight.
Evelyn leaned in slightly, voice like velvet. "You’re not going to tell me who tipped you off, are you?"
Harper gave her a flat smile. "Not tonight."
"Then I’ll have to try harder.” Evelyn signalled the server without breaking eye contact. “Another for drink for me and my guest, please."
Evelyn asked about Harper’s time at Farley, about past stories, about the places she’d travelled.
Harper, tipsy but not blind, recognized the strategy—distract, disarm, extract.
But Evelyn’s charm was a strange thing. It didn’t feel like a performance. Or maybe it did—and that was the problem. Harper liked a good performance. She leaned in, played back, gave just enough without giving everything.
The fifth drink arrived. Harper accepted it, barely noticing the burn.
"Still no name?" Evelyn asked, swirling her glass.
"Still no trust," Harper said.
"That’s a shame," Evelyn replied. "I’m very good when people trust me."
"I bet you’re better when they don’t."
That earned a slow laugh from Evelyn—quiet, but real.
The conversation thinned out into glances and lingering looks, the tension between them settling into something that buzzed just beneath her skin. Evelyn had switched to wine, something dry and expensive; Harper stuck with the rum, letting its bite keep her balanced—until it didn’t.
After the drink, Harper felt warm all over. Not sloppy, not reckless—just pleasantly primed. Her lips felt looser, her thoughts fuzzier, and she stopped trying to guard herself from Evelyn’s eyes.
"Dance with me," she said suddenly, voice low and bold, as the trio began a slow, rhythmic take on 'Fever.'
Evelyn tilted her head. "Again?”
She stood before Evelyn could refuse, offering a hand with something close to a dare in her smile.
Evelyn took it.
The dance floor was only half full, couples swaying close under the low amber lights. Harper pulled Evelyn into the space without hesitation, her body humming with the liquor and heat.
She draped herself against her, one arm slinking around Evelyn’s waist, the other curling lightly at the back of her neck. Close. Too close. The kind of close that said this wasn’t just about rhythm.
Evelyn’s body tensed, but only for a second.
Then she moved with Harper like they’d done this all their lives.
Harper’s breath caught. “You’re good at this.”
“So are you,” Evelyn murmured.
They swayed, locked in something heavier than the song, Harper’s head nearly brushing Evelyn’s cheek.
The bar melted away. The risk, the rivalry, the consequences—they didn’t matter right now.
Just this.
Just her.
The conversation had ended with neither of them blinking first. But Harper felt like she’d lost something anyway—her footing, maybe. Or her resolve.
“Let’s go,” Evelyn whispered in her ear. Her breath tickled her neck.
Harper nodded. “I’ll just run to the loo. I won’t be long.”
Evelyn waited beside the bar, her coat draped over one arm, cold as midnight marble.
Outside, the city air was cool and scented faintly with the bar’s trailing spice. Harper exhaled a long breath, swaying a little.
“You’re not driving,” Evelyn said firmly.
Harper blinked at her. “Excuse me?”
“You’ve had five drinks. You’re not getting behind the wheel.”
“I’m not drunk.”
“No,” Evelyn agreed. “But you’re halfway there.”
Before Harper could protest, a sleek black car rolled up to the curb, windows tinted, engine purring low.
Evelyn opened the back door. “Let me take you home.”
Harper hesitated.
This was a mistake. She knew it. But the cold night bit at her cheeks, and Evelyn was looking at her like the choice had already been made.
And God help her, she didn’t want this to be over.
She climbed in.
The doors shut with a gentle click. The interior smelled faintly of leather and Evelyn’s perfume. They sat close—too close. The hum of tension from inside the bar hadn’t vanished. It had followed them, tucked itself into the tight space between their shoulders.
Neither spoke.
Harper stared ahead, hands folded in her lap. Evelyn’s presence was magnetic—hot and still and infuriating.
And when Harper turned her head just slightly, she found her watching her.
“Stop looking at me like that,” Harper said.
“Like what?”
“Like you’re waiting for me to lose control.”
Evelyn didn’t reply.
Harper leaned in before she could stop herself.
Enough to close the space.
Their mouths met—urgent. Not soft. Not tender.
It was a kiss born of need. Of hunger. And Harper gave in to it. Fully.
When the car pulled to a stop outside of her apartment block, she grasped Evelyn’s hand. “Stay with me the night.”
Evelyn hesitated for a long moment as though she wrestled with herself, then nodded. “Okay.”
Inside, Harper managed to flick the lights on before she pressed Evelyn against the wall, ravishing her lips. Evelyn responded, digging her hand into Harper’s hair as she took over, plundering her mouth. Clothes came off in a trail from the entry to the bedroom—jackets, shirts, shoes discarded without thought.
When they fell into bed, Harper slid down and quickly brought Evelyn to a screaming climax with her tongue and fingers. When Evelyn got her breath, she took her time with Harper, nipping and kissing all the erotic, sensitive areas that had Harper begging her to finish her. But Evelyn drew it out until Harper couldn’t even think straight, she was so aroused.
And when she came undone, Evelyn didn’t let go. She stayed close, cool fingers on warm skin, a grounding presence in the dark.
Harper, in the aftermath of the best orgasm she’d ever experienced, bubbled out, "This isn’t about taking down your company or stopping defence contracts. It’s about money. Simple as that. They’re passing contraband through your company to make the items legit. And they’re misappropriating funds from Government grants and contracts. Siphoning off a percentage into off-shore accounts. Not chicken feed—big bucks.”
Evelyn kissed her forehead and murmured, “Go on.”
Harper gave a contented hum. “The shipments of the stolen goods are being diverted before they ever show up in your books. Someone high up in Voss Nexus is covering it up." She took a deep breath. “And someone in the government is involved. Someone in authority. Whomever is ripping you off, is having an affair with that person.”
“Langley?” whispered Evelyn.
“I don’t think so.” She just got the words out; she was so tired.
“And who is the whistleblower?”
Harper barely registered the question as she fell asleep.
When she woke the next morning, her throbbing head made everything too real. She moaned in pain. Fuck. How much did she have to drink?
She felt the sheet behind her. The other side of the bed was cold.
Evelyn was gone.
Harper blinked up at the ceiling, the previous night coming back in pieces—soft jazz, drinks, the way Evelyn looked in the candlelight… the kiss… the bed…
And then⁠—
Her chest tightened.
She had told her. Everything.
Harper sat up, head thudding, skin prickling with the realization of what she had done. How gullible she’d been.
"Shit," she whispered.



 Chapter Ten 

E  velyn caught a few hours’ sleep, then left the bed before sunup and quickly dressed.
After she exited the building, she didn’t call her driver right away. She walked. She needed to gather her thoughts.
They twisted back to Harper; her full mouth, her voice, the way she screamed out her name as she climaxed.
Part of Evelyn wanted to believe it was just strategy. The way she’d acted.
She had taken what she needed. Harper had given it freely. Yes, sure, she'd softened her with drinks. Yes, she’d let her believe it was about more than heat and tension and secrets—but Harper had still chosen to speak. Evelyn had simply listened.
All’s fair in love and war. That’s was what she told herself.
But another part of her—smaller, colder—knew better.
She’d arranged it. Played it like a game. She’d watched Harper unravel and had not once tried to stop it. Because some part of her wanted to win. Needed to.
And it wasn’t all about the winning, she’d wanted her.
She tried to ignore that she’d used the one person who’d made her feel something real, in longer than she cared to admit.
Sydney at that hour was a different city. Nealy empty streets, yellow streetlamps flickering against puddles left by a late-night drizzle. Cafés were dark, bins out on curbs, only the occasional delivery van, no pedestrians crossing her path. She walked three blocks before stopping beneath the overhang of a closed bookstore, then pulled her phone from her coat pocket and called her driver. When the black Mercedes rolled up, sleek and silent, she got in without a word.
By the time she reached her penthouse, the city was beginning to stir.
Evelyn stood in the window, arms crossed, watching the skyline shift from charcoal to pale blue. But the grey light did nothing to clear the pressure behind her eyes—or the fire low in her chest.
She knew exactly what she’d done.
And she’d do it again.
The truth mattered. Voss Nexus mattered. One night, one woman’s trust—those were sacrifices. Harper Price had opened her mouth and handed over everything she needed.
And Evelyn had taken it.
That was survival. That was control.
And yet—something inside her twisted.
She could still hear Harper’s voice, slurred with rum and warmth, whispering secrets like Evelyn hadn’t already learned to turn softness into leverage. She’d let Harper touch her like she meant something. Let herself enjoy it. Worse—she’d wanted it.
Then Harper had said the words. About the theft. The politician. The mystery lover.
And Evelyn had left.
She’d dressed in silence, calm and precise. She hadn’t looked back. Because that wasn’t who Evelyn Voss was. She didn’t linger. She didn’t stay.
She conquered.
The city outside had woken up. She showered and went to work—the office easier to face than the woman she’d left sleeping.
She poured her coffee and drank it black. No cream. No sugar. No weakness. Rae would be in soon, and there were problems to solve—real ones. The kind that didn’t care about guilt or heat or the soft curve of Harper’s mouth.
She opened her laptop and clicked in.
The equipment Harper had mentioned—the shipments? Gone before they touched official records. That meant corruption at the source. Someone senior. Someone who knew how and had the power to erase footprints. There were only five people who could pull it off.
She opened a blank file and typed:

Internal Suspects:

 
	  
Lucinda More, Head of Logistics : Unshakable, competent and obsessively thorough. Ten years in the company, never taken a sick day. A model employee—but maybe too polished. Always a little too quick to agree, a little too careful with her phrasing.  
	  
Victor Tang, Senior Procurement Officer : Brilliant, but perpetually defensive. Known for getting results—but not for playing by the rules. Oversaw the Wavelength contract, which already flagged irregularities. He was hiding something—she just didn’t know what yet.  
	  
Dev Mehra, R&D Liaison : Young, ambitious, and dangerously well-connected. Friendly with external vendors and government tech advisers. Charming. Too charming. She liked his ideas but not his appetite for side projects.  
	  
Gregory Lane, Chief Financial Officer : Technically sound, but evasive when questioned. Uneasy during recent budget reviews—particularly around overseas logistics. A reputation for being a bit too familiar with younger female staff, and she had warned him more than once to keep things professional. He’d been with the company in Australia for years. He’d know how to move in the shadows.  
	  
Colin Drew, Government Strategy Lead : Polished. Calculated. Always knew too much and said just enough. He was Voss Nexus’s key to securing high-level government contracts—and Evelyn’s key to navigating political waters. But lately, his drinking had gotten worse. He was sharper at a distance, sloppier up close. He had ties Evelyn didn’t fully trust—and now she couldn’t afford to overlook that.  

She stared at the list. Every name had power. Everyone could shift the blame to her. Sink her.
If Harper was right—and Evelyn hated how certain that felt—this wasn’t theft.
This was infiltration.
Someone in her house had opened the door for somebody in the government to walk through it.
Evelyn exhaled slowly. She would clean house. Quietly. Efficiently. Without pity.
And Harper?
Harper was collateral. A woman she wanted. A woman she’d used.
She felt something piercing press against her ribs. Guilt, maybe. Or longing.
She ignored it.
Harper could hate her. That was fine. Evelyn had been hated before.
But she would never be underestimated.
Not again.
Not by anyone.
Especially not by her.
By the time Rae stepped into the office, Evelyn had already sent a terse message to her executive assistant to schedule a one-on-one with Victor Tang. No agenda. No warning.
Victor arrived twenty minutes later, all confidence and smart tailoring, his usual self-assured expression replaced with guarded professionalism. He was too smooth. Too prepared.
"Sit," Evelyn said.
He did with his hands on his knees. “I assume this is about procurement.”
"The Wavelength contract," she replied. “I want to revisit it.”
Victor’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he nodded. "Everything’s been filed through legal. It passed compliance⁠—"
"I didn’t ask if it passed compliance," Evelyn said. "I asked to revisit it. Start from the beginning."
She watched him closely as he recounted the vendor selection, the acquisition chain, the delivery delays—all standard, all rehearsed.
"And who approved the vendor change last-minute?" she asked.
Victor hesitated, just long enough for her to twig something was off. "The recommendation came from R&D. Dev Mehra’s team. I signed off after their proposal."
Evelyn tapped her pen once, slow and deliberate. "But you didn’t log the vendor swap in the contract notes."
He blinked. "That must’ve been an oversight."
"You don’t do oversights, Victor."
A flicker of irritation crossed his face. “I had ten contracts on my desk that week. I trusted the data."
"Your job is to verify the data. Not trust it."
The silence stretched.
Victor broke it. “Is this an audit?”
Evelyn leaned back in her chair. "Would you be nervous if it were?"
He didn’t answer.
"That’ll be all for now," she said. “But I’ll want a full breakdown of every line item related to Wavelength. Personally signed and certified. By Friday.”
He stood slowly. “Of course.”
And then, softer, “Is there something I should know, Evelyn?”
She met his gaze without blinking. “If there is, I’ll tell you.”

T  wo days later, Evelyn stepped into the public reception of Voss Nexus’s second-floor innovation wing—expecting a brief walkthrough with an officer. She didn’t expect to see Harper Price in the seating area, mid-interview with Dev Mehra. She frowned. What the fuck was she doing in the building interviewing her staff.
Harper looked composed, casual. She wore tailored black slacks, a crisp white blouse, and a confident expression that tightened the air around her like wire. Dev was talking, gesturing animatedly, oblivious to Evelyn's arrival. But Harper saw her. Their eyes met and locked.
Neither looked away.
Evelyn stopped a few feet from the glass, arms at her sides, heartbeat ticking faster than she let on. Harper didn’t flinch—just offered the smallest nod, professional and unreadable, then turned back to Dev and continued with her line of questioning.
Every word Harper spoke after that felt like it was meant for Evelyn’s ears.
Evelyn didn’t interrupt. She waited. Silent. Watching.
Fifteen minutes passed before Dev finally shook Harper’s hand and excused himself, then walked in the opposite direction from Evelyn.
Harper turned, gathered her notepad slowly, and approached.
"Director Voss," she said curtly, eyes bright with challenge.
Evelyn didn’t flinch. Her expression was impassive. "Ms. Price," she returned, voice clipped. If Harper had expected any hint of familiarity, Evelyn offered none. She wasn’t here to indulge bruised egos or memories that no longer served her.
“Did you have an appointment?”
“Of course.”
A beat of silence, the Harper stared at her. “I didn’t think this department would be worth a CEO’s time."
"I make time for all my staff," Evelyn said. Her tone was even, but her lips had tightened.
"So do I," Harper replied.
Another pause stretched between them. People passed by, oblivious to the silent battlefield between two women who had once shared intimacy—now standing like adversaries in the daylight.
Evelyn’s voice didn’t drop. It didn’t need to. "You’re wasting your breath with Dev. He’s out of his depth and has no authority over anything that would interest someone like you."
Harper smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. "I’m not here for Dev."
Evelyn registered the barb with no reaction, not even a blink. Let Harper try to provoke her. She’d spent a lifetime letting people underestimate her emotions. It was her edge.
"Be careful what stories you chase," she said quietly. "Sometimes the ending burns the writer."
"And sometimes," Harper shot back, stepping closer, "the ending changes because someone finally told the truth."
They were too close now—too aware. Neither moved.
Finally, Harper broke the standoff. "I’ll see myself out."
She walked past Evelyn, brushing her shoulder deliberately—as if reclaiming ground Evelyn no longer had a right to.
Evelyn didn’t turn around.
But she felt every step Harper took, echoing behind her like a dare.
Evelyn turned her head just slightly against her will, hoping for one last glance, a flicker of acknowledgment. But when Harper reached the end of the corridor, she didn’t look back. Didn’t pause.
She disappeared around the corner without a word.
She’d cut her dead.



 Chapter Eleven 

H  arper breezed into the office with the kind of energy she rarely had before a second coffee.
With a satisfied smile, she flung her bag into her chair, dropped her notebook dramatically on the desk, and planted herself across from Margo.
Margo looked up from her screen. “You look like the cat that got the cream. What did you do?”
Harper grinned. “Let’s just say I had a productive morning.”
Margo leaned back, amused. “Okay, spill. What’d you do?”
“I went to Voss Nexus,” Harper said, lowering her voice, “and interviewed Dev Mehra.”
Margo blinked. “You’re joking.”
“Dead serious. I told him I was doing a feature on rising tech innovators. He couldn’t wait to talk.” She leaned back in her chair, basking in the memory. “The best part? Evelyn had no idea I’d teed up the interview. I was digging for dirt right under her nose.” She rubbed her hands together at the memory. “She turned up when I was nearly finished, and couldn’t do a thing about it except stand there glowering at me.”
Margo gave a low whistle. “Ballsy move. I can imagine how furious she would have been.”
Harper jerked her thumb up. “One for the good guys.”
“What’s Dev like?”
“Around thirty, goodlooking in a pretty boy way, seems like a nice enough guy. Ambitious, and smart when it comes to tech stuff. He mainly talked about Wavelength, and how the new surveillance system will revolutionise our defence.”
Margo frowned. “You think he’s in on it?”
“No,” Harper said. “He’s too idealistic. Talks like he believes every innovation is saving the world. He’s smart, but naive. Perfect person to use without them ever realizing it.”
“Did you learn anything from him?”
“You bet. He was involved with that vendor swap we received from the whistleblower. Thought everything had been cleared at the top. Evelyn Voss nearly had his balls for breakfast when she found the invoice. He’s scared shitless of her.”
Margo leaned forward. “The one tied to Tang’s acquisitions list?”
Harper nodded. “Exactly. And Dev didn’t seem to know it was unusual. He thought it had been cleared at the top.”
“So, someone faked an approval and slipped it through before anyone could notice,” Margo said.
“Yes, but it need not necessarily be Tang. Any of the other three could have done it.” Harper added, then turned back to her desk. She moved her bag, sat down, opened her laptop and got to work.
She clicked into the private file she'd been building over the past few weeks—a mess of notes, screenshots, flagged articles, and hunches stitched together with late-night caffeine and gut instinct.
She scrolled to the bottom and started typing, adding her summary of Dev’s interview to her notes.
She saved the document to her encrypted drive then clicked on her emails.
There were a few, but only one caught her eye.


Dear Ms. Price,




From today, please direct all interview requests for Voss Nexus personnel through my office. Clearance by the Director for any public-facing engagements is required and will be enforced.




Evelyn Voss. Director.


Harper sat back in her chair and spat out, “No fucking way.”
Margo looked up. “What happened?”
Harper turned the screen toward her. “Voss has thrown a hissy fit. This just came in.”
Margo read it and shook her head. “Looks like she didn’t enjoy being scooped.”
Harper narrowed her eyes at the email. “She wants to freeze me out. Fine. Let her try.”
She saved the file and closed her laptop. “Let’s see who runs out of moves first.”
Margo pushed back her chair. “I’ll get us a coffee. You look like you need it.”
Harper stared out the glass window at the Opera House in the distance. But her mind wasn’t on the scene, it was back at the jazz bar.
The warmth of the lights. The lazy sway of the saxophone. The way Evelyn had leaned in, her voice softer than usual, her gaze impossible to shake. Harper remembered the way she had refilled her glass, one after another, her own untouched most of the night.
She’d played her.
Lulled her.
And it worked.
Harper had wanted to believe it wasn’t manipulation. That there was something real in those stolen hours.
But seeing this email—cold, bureaucratic, dismissive—it stripped the illusion bare.
Evelyn was doing what Evelyn always did. Taking control. Keeping Harper on the outside.
She sat there a moment longer, lips tight, the taste of her—of betrayal—still lingering.
Fine, Evelyn. You want war?
You’ve got it.

T  he next day, Harper took the winding drive up through Vaucluse toward a doubled-storied house perched on a hill overlooking the harbour. Elegant but not flashy. Sandstone walls, worn smooth by time and sea air, wrapped around manicured gardens framed by low hedges and native blooms.
Very Raymond Monroe.
After she announced herself in the intercom, the gate buzzed open immediately. Her ring at the front door was opened not by staff, but by Monroe himself, dressed in pressed chinos and a navy jumper with the sleeves rolled back. A far cry from his judicial robes.
"Well now," he said, regarding her with wry amusement, "I’d say this is a surprise, but it isn’t. Come in, Harper. Your mother used to show up unannounced too. Usually with a file folder and an expression like yours."
She stepped inside. The home was warm, book-lined. A wall of legal texts and a smaller shelf of crime novels. He led her to the back patio, where a bottle of mineral water and two tumblers were already set. The sea breeze drifted in from the harbor, stirring the vine leaves overhead. As they sat, Monroe gave her a longer look.
"How’ve you been? We haven't seen you since your mum’s memorial."
Harper blinked, feeling a little guilty. "Busy, mostly. Work doesn’t stop."
"No, it never does," he said, nodding. "But you look tired. You used to come barrelling through those Sunday dinners full of fight. Now you've got the same crease between your brows your mother used to get when something smelled wrong."
She chuckled. "That obvious, huh?"
"You’re here, aren’t you? Which tells me two things. One—you’re chasing something big. And two—you’re smart enough to know you can’t take it on alone."
She glanced over the harbour, where a ferry cut across the bay. "I’m onto a story, but I rattled a cage and the tiger inside has teeth. Big teeth.”
He let out a belly laugh. "Don’t they always.”
She couldn’t help echoing that laugh.
"You want me to do something for you?" he said.
Harper passed over the folder she’d brought.
Monroe opened it slowly. "Wavelength," he murmured. "Biggest defence upgrade on the books."
She nodded. "And it’s being locked down like it’s a weapons vault."
"They won’t let you in?”
"No. It’s being shielded under national interest—and the company has procurement flags and vendor switches that don't match the paperwork."
Monroe skimmed, silent. His expression darkened slightly. "And you want access?"
"Limited. I don’t want access to national security matters, I just need to investigate the suspected crime."
He set the folder down. “Evelyn Voss won’t like it."
Harper’s mouth tightened. "That’s not my problem."
"But it is hers. You’re taking on a formidable opponent, Harper. She has a reputation for being ruthless to anyone that crosses her.”
She bared her teeth. “Well, Director Voss won’t get the better of me.”
He raised his eyebrow. “Why do I think there’s something you’re not telling me.”
She shrugged. “I’ve met her a few times. She doesn’t scare me.”
He regarded her thoughtfully for a long moment, then said at last, "Alright. I’ll make a call. Officially unofficial. Go to the city Courthouse tomorrow and the document will be ready for you. Present it to her personally—that way she can’t deny she didn’t receive it. These executives can be slippery fish."
Harper let out a breath. "Thank you."
Monroe looked at her fondly. "You take after your mother more than you think. Just don’t let that fire burn you out," he said, then added. “If you poke the tiger, Harper, expect it to show its claws.”
She nodded, knowing it was true.
Evelyn Voss wouldn’t take it lying down.
Let the games begin.

T  he next morning, Harper stepped into the Voss Nexus lobby, the envelope from the High Court clutched tightly in her hand.
She was running on coffee and adrenaline.
Rae met her near the elevators, her expression gave away nothing, but her eyes flicked once to the envelope in Harper’s hand. “Go on up. She’s expecting you,” she said, in a stern tone.
Harper hesitated. “Which floor? I haven’t been to her office.”
“It’s on the fifth. I’ll take you up.”
Harper looked over at the Japanese woman when they entered the lift. Evelyn’s assistant stood a pace behind her, radiating a lethal calm — the kind that warned anyone with sense not to test her. She looked like she could dismantle a man twice her size without wrinkling her shirt. “I imagine she’s not in a good mood over this.”
Rae rolled her eyes. “What do you think? You lit the fire, so don’t pretend you didn’t have the matches. But hey—this one’s above my pay grade.”
“Huh,” Harper said. “I guess that’s your way of saying she’s not a happy chappy.”
Rae gave her a withering look, “Don’t expect the red carpet. She’s not exactly thrilled.”
“Neither am I.”
The walk to Evelyn’s office felt longer than it was.
When she stepped into the room, Evelyn was already standing, arms crossed, face unreadable. “Shut the door,” she said brusquely.
Harper pushed it shut and approached the desk. She held out the envelope. “Official permission. High Court signed. I’m here to speak with staff.”
Evelyn took it without a word. Her fingers peeled open the flap, sliding the document out with deliberate care. Her eyes studied the content. Her mouth tightened.
“You went to Judge Monroe,” Evelyn said flatly.
“I did. You weren’t exactly playing fair.”
“You ambushed one of my engineers, then used personal connections to override internal policy. That’s not journalism. That’s manipulation.”
Harper’s chin lifted. “And plying someone with drinks to get information? That’s what, Evelyn—research?”
Evelyn’s expression flickered, her eyes narrowing. “That night has nothing to do with this.”
“Doesn’t it?” Harper snapped. “Because it sure feels like it to me.”
Evelyn stepped forward; voice low. “You think I needed to seduce you to find out what you knew? Don’t flatter yourself.”
Harper’s temper rose. “You fuck everyone you screw over?”
A snort came. “As if you didn’t beg for it.”
Harper was furious now. “You think you can control everyone. I’ve got news for you, Eve . I’m not one of your goddamn staff you can intimidate.”
Evelyn took a slow step forward. “And you think you can bulldoze your way through my company and call it journalism?”
“I call it accountability,” Harper shot back. “And maybe if your house was in order, you wouldn’t have to worry about me asking questions.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Evelyn hissed.
“Then let me in. Let me prove it.”
Evelyn’s hands were clenched at her sides. Her voice dropped lower. “You really think the rules don’t apply to you, don’t you.”
Harper raised a brow. “Funny, I was going to say the same about you.”
Evelyn moved closer, until she was in her space. “I am the boss here, Harper. You’d do well to remember it.”
“I would…” the words trailed away as they stared at each other.
They were almost touching. Harper could feel the heat.
And then she forgot everything except the urge to kiss her. It was primal, unstoppable.
It was Evelyn who moved first. She pulled her into her arms and crushed her lips with her mouth. Harper’s body came to life as if she’d flicked a switch. She surrendered completely to the kiss, straining against her until she didn’t know where she ended and Evelyn began. Her body felt so right. She felt every curve, every quiver.
Finally, they pulled away panting and Evelyn said in a resigned voice. “Rae will escort you. Stick to your list. If you try to push further, this gets shut down immediately.”
“I’ll only get what I need,” Harper said. “Thanks.”
Evelyn looked at her helplessly. “I’ll keep away while you’re here. We can’t go on like this.”
“No, we can’t,” said Harper and quietly left the room.
She walked to the lift, her emotions in a jumble.
She’d gotten what she wanted, so why did she feel she’d lost the battle?



 Chapter Twelve 

A  fter Harper disappeared through the door, Evelyn walked to the window to stare out. She needed to put a lid on her feelings. Calm down.
Sydney’s busy centre shimmered under the sunlight—busy, self-important. Just like everyone in it. Just like Harper Price.
Evelyn didn’t see the skyline.
She only saw the confrontation in her head like a looping video clip.
Harper accusing. Doing what she did best. Getting under Evelyn’s skin.
Her hands curled into fists, thinking about the kiss. She told herself it had been a tactical way to gain the upper hand.
But that was bullshit.
She hadn’t touched Harper because it was smart. It was as personal as it could get.
A lapse she couldn’t afford. Harper had slipped past her defences again, and now Evelyn was bleeding from it—in pride, in poise, in patience.
She should’ve known better. She did know better.
She’d done it because she wanted to.
And now, she was paying for it.
Harper’s voice echoed in her mind: You think you can control everyone. It wasn’t just about the investigation. It was about them.
Whatever them was.
Evelyn’s fingertips tapped against her hip. Her thoughts rolled over every word exchanged. Harper had been right about one thing—this wasn’t just business anymore.
And that was dangerous.
The solution was obvious: distance. A clean break. There could be no more sidelong glances across a room, no more words that cut too close, no more chances to lose herself in something as foolish as desire. Emotions clouded judgement.
And Evelyn didn’t do emotions.
Whatever passed between them had to stop—not because it wasn’t real, but because it was. That was the risk. That was the threat. From now on, Harper Price would be handled like any other problem—firmly, from afar, and without sentiment.
Let Harper dig. Let her push. Evelyn would be ready.
But that didn’t stop the flicker of memory she couldn’t extinguish—the taste of Harper’s lips, the scent of her perfume, the triumphant tilt of her head when she landed a hit, verbal or otherwise.
Evelyn hated how they lingered.
Harper had to be dealt with. Strategically. Clinically. The same way Evelyn dismantled competitors.
Next time Harper came for her, Evelyn wouldn’t meet her with heat. She’d meet her with frost.
A knock on the door brought her out of her thoughts. "Come in," she said without turning.
Rae stepped inside, notepad in hand. "You wanted me?"
Evelyn turned from the window and crossed to her desk, her expression back to neutral.
"Price has gone over my head to a high Court judge," she said. "She’s been granted access to our building and permission to interview staff. Effective immediately."
Rae blinked, but didn’t comment. "Understood."
"From now on, you’re the only one who deals with her," Evelyn said, sitting down. "Monitor where she goes and who she talks to. Keep her away from me."
Rae gave a short nod. "Any specific staff she’s targeting?"
"The heads of the departments but she might go further down the chain of command," Evelyn said. "It’ll be your job to find out who she’s talking to, what questions she’s asking, and how the staff are responding. Discreetly. If she makes a pest of herself and disrupts work, ask her to leave.”
Rae hesitated. "You want her stopped access to anyone?"
Evelyn didn’t look up from her screen. "Not yet. Just… watch."
"I’ll keep you updated," Rae said.
Evelyn finally looked up. "And one more thing. I want a full audit of every government contract and every grant Voss Nexus has been awarded in the last five years."
Rae’s brows lifted slightly. "You think the books have been tampered with?"
Evelyn’s voice hardened. "Yes. And Harper knows it too. If she finds the evidence before we do, it won’t just be her knocking on our door—it’ll be a dozen government investigators."
"Understood," Rae said. "I’ll loop into finance and legal. Quietly."
"No," Evelyn said. “Bring in an independent auditor. Someone external. Everyone’s under suspicion until we find out who’s been misappropriating the funds. I don’t want internal loyalties getting in the way of the truth."
Rae nodded. "I’ll get auditors names on your desk by this afternoon."
Evelyn didn’t watch her leave. She opened her calendar and began clearing the rest of her day. Whatever Harper thought she was about to uncover, Evelyn intended to be five steps ahead.
Time to see her father.

E  velyn arrived at the Blue Peacock restaurant five minutes early but still somehow felt late. Her father was already here—the midday sun bounced off the bonnet of his parked Bentley outside the bistro.
It was an ideal place for a tete-a-tete—quiet and discrete.
She stepped inside, adjusting her coat as she passed the manager, who gave a respectful nod without asking her name. Everyone here knew who she was.
The air inside was cool and smelled faintly of spices. Cutlery clinked softly from a nearby table, and the low murmur of conversation hummed from the diners. Evelyn scanned the room, not only to find her father, but out of habit. Her gaze assessed exits, notable guests, and any sign of curiosity aimed her way.
She spotted Elliot Voss near the back, already seated at a table by a window. It gave them distance from the other diners and a clear view of the room. He looked perfectly at ease—wine list in hand and that same faintly amused expression he wore when business was about to get serious. He looked up when she approached and offered her a nod that passed for a greeting.
"You’re late," he said.
"You’re retired," she replied, sliding into the seat across from him. "You have time to wait."
He gave a dry chuckle and waved off the waiter. "What’s going on? Your message was abrupt.”
Evelyn didn’t bother with pleasantries. He would know she had something important to discuss and would be waiting to hear. "We have a problem. Price has been granted High Court clearance to interview staff."
Elliot raised his eyebrows. "You refused her access?”
Evelyn glowered. “After I caught her interviewing Dev Merha. She’s good. Too good. And persistent."
He set the wine list aside. "What exactly does she know?"
Evelyn hesitated, then leaned in. "She suspects someone inside Voss Nexus has been doctoring vendor records. Equipment disappearing. Purchase orders rerouted. Possibly under the radar of government oversight."
Elliot’s face darkened. "And she has proof?"
"Not yet. But she’s close."
He studied her for a moment. "How on earth did you get that information out of her?”
Evelyn squirmed in her chair. "Um—by chance."
"What do you intend to do now?" he asked.
"I’ve assigned Rae to handle her directly and I’ve ordered an external auditor. If someone’s manipulating our contracts, I want them gone before Harper gets to them."
"And if she does?"
Evelyn looked him square in the eye. "Then we’ll have to find a way to contain her.”
Elliot leaned back in his chair, eyeing her closely. "You want me to help you to control her? Is this what this is all about?”
"I wanted to bounce ideas off you," she said. "I can’t stop her digging, but that will be in our favour. She’s a top investigator and if anything’s there, she’ll find it. If she does, I’ll be there to intercept it—redirect it. We can’t let her publish it."
“No, we can’t,” said Elliot with conviction. “We’ll be embroiled in a major scandal.”
"As well as being invaded by a host of law enforcements agencies,” Evelyn said drily.
He nodded. "Exactly.”
“How do you think we should stop her?”
“You hit her with a mound of paperwork before she hits you with the story. But if you want my advice, try to stop it before it gets that far. Make her an offer she can’t refuse. Something she wants more than a headline. A scoop’s only worth what she can trade it for."
He paused, then added, "Buy her silence with information or money. Just don’t wait until the story’s printed. If we can fix this quietly, we do it. No splash. No scandal."
Evelyn considered that for a moment, then shook her head. "Harper’s not just any reporter. She’s smart. Proud. That means she’s also stubborn. She won't take a bribe, "
He let out a scoffing sound. "She will if you offer enough.”
The food arrived, but neither of them reached for it right away. Elliot picked up his glass, turning it slowly in his fingers. “If there’s no other way to stop her, slap her with a few writs. It’ll be old news by the time she weaves her way out of them.”
Evelyn stirred her coffee, felt a moment of uncertainty. That would really piss Harper off, and annoyed, she was a loose cannon. But her father was right. If Harper found something damaging, it needed to be contained before it left her fingertips.
She picked up her knife and fork, slicing into the salmon. "Then I’ll find out what she really wants. And I’ll make sure it costs her the story."
Elliot raised his glass. "Now you sound like your mother."
They ate in silence for a while, the kind that stretched comfortably between people who understood one another too well. A father and daughter who'd long since abandoned sentiment in favour of mutual strategy.
After a few bites, Elliot glanced up. "You’ve been running too hot lately. You always were cold when you were under pressure. Now you’re sharp, impatient. That’s not you."
Evelyn sipped her water, composed. "You think I’m losing control?"
"I think she’s getting under your skin more than you’ll admit."
Evelyn didn’t answer right away. She set down her cutlery with care. "Maybe she is. But that doesn’t change what I need to do."
"No," Elliot said. "But it changes how you go about it. You can’t treat her like a hostile actor and expect her to fold. She’s not in this for revenge—she wants the truth. That makes her harder to deal with."
Evelyn stared at her father, a trace of something unreadable in her eyes. "Do you think I can’t manage one journalist?"
"I think you can handle anyone—except people who make you feel something."
That stung, but she didn’t show it. Instead, she sat straighter, wiped the corners of her mouth and said, "Then I’ll have to stop feeling."
Elliot huffed out a dry laugh and pushed his plate away. "Let me know how that works out for you."
They lingered over coffee, the air shifting between them from strategy to something closer to concern.
"Your mother would like Harper," Elliot said suddenly. "She was a pain in the arse too. Fierce. You had to earn her approval.”
Evelyn smiled faintly. "That’s why we clash.”
Elliot nodded. "Exactly."
After they left the restaurant, Evelyn watched the Bentley move into the traffic before she opened her car door. She slipped on her sunglasses and stepped into the drivers’ seat—time to get back and look through the list of external auditors. If she wanted to get ahead of Harper, they had to start the audit immediately.
As soon as she walked into the office, Rae came in with the list. They were all top of the tree and expensive. After studying it, she threw it back over the desk to Rae. “Anyone of these will do the job well. Pick the one that can start tomorrow.”
As Rae turned to leave, she asked a little too off-handedly. “Who’s Harper interviewing?”
“Lucinda More. She’s in her office now.”
“Ms Goody Two Shoes and Ms Fox,” murmured Evelyn. “That’ll be interesting.”



 Chapter Thirteen 

H  arper arrived early for her scheduled interview with Lucinda More, a courtesy she didn’t extend often to people she interviewed. She liked to make them sweat.
But she didn’t want Lucinda nervous. She wanted her relaxed.
As the Head of Logistics at Voss Nexus, she was the overseer of the company’s entire supply chain. If anyone knew what was going on, she would.
The conference room was modern—chrome chairs, frosted glass walls, polished table. Harper set up her recorder, pulled out her notes, and sized up every inch of the place.
Lucinda arrived precisely on time.
She was in her early forties, with a slightly plump figure, dressed neatly in a plain skirt and blouse, and shoes with a small heel. Not the executive look for a woman who dragged in a high-end income.
"Ms. Price," she said, offering a handshake that was slightly mechanical. "Welcome. I hope the facilities are meeting your expectations."
"They’re fine," Harper said, returning the shake. "Thanks for making the time."
Lucinda sat with a smooth, practiced motion. "I always make time for transparency."
Harper nodded. Sure you do.

She clicked the recorder on. "Just some questions for a feature I’m building on infrastructure strategy and procurement. You’ve been with Voss Nexus for—ten years now?"
"That’s right. I started in distribution analytics and moved up from there."
"Nearly no sick days," Harper said, glancing at her notes. "That’s impressive."
Lucinda’s smile was brief. "I prefer to plan around life’s uncertainties."
"And your role now covers…?"
"I oversee the supply chain and asset movement. Every item, every shipment, from field equipment to prototype hardware. My job is to make sure the right thing gets to the right place at the right time—without waste or interruption."
Harper nodded slowly. "That’s a lot of responsibility. Do you coordinate directly with acquisitions?"
"Of course. Acquisitions, security, R&D. There are touchpoints across every major division."
"How long has Wavelength been in the production stage?"
Lucinda’s eyes didn’t flicker, but her voice shifted slightly—more measured. "Wavelength is our major asset. It has taken five years to build.”
Harper jotted it in her notes. "Who do you work with most closely?"
Lucinda hesitated for a moment—not long enough to register to most people, but Harper caught it. "I liaise often with Colin Drew on government strategy," she said. "And with Victor Tang in procurement. And sometimes the R&D heads, depending on timelines."
"And Gregory Lane?"
Lucinda’s eyes flicked briefly to the side before she smiled. "Of course. Budget adjustments go through his office."
Harper scribbled a note. "You seem very good at your job," she said. "Has it been easy to maintain trust across departments with so many shifting priorities lately?"
Lucinda’s smile stayed in place, but her fingers laced together tightly in her lap. "I find that if you're consistent, and keep good records, people learn to trust your systems."
Harper leaned forward slightly. "Do people confide in you? Trust you as more than just a link in the chain?"
Lucinda's brow twitched. "I’d like to think so."
"And if something was going wrong—say, if assets were being moved off-books or routed improperly—would someone come to you?"
A long pause.
Lucinda didn’t blink. "That would be highly irregular."
"But not impossible."
Lucinda’s lips parted slightly, then closed again. "I keep thorough records, Ms. Price. If something unusual crossed my desk, I would catch it.” She paused, just a second too long. "Most of the time, anyway. Things were different when I started ten years ago. The company was growing faster than we could track, and not every vendor transition went as smoothly as it should’ve."
Harper offered a warmer smile and leaned back in her chair. "Oh yeah, I’ve seen that before. I used to cover the rollout of health tech across rural clinics—one place tripled their order of bandages by accident, had storage rooms stacked floor to ceiling. Made for a hell of a photo."
Lucinda gave a polite smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.
"What kind of hiccups did you have back then? Wrong shipments? Equipment showing up in Melbourne when it was meant for Darwin?"
Lucinda tilted her head. "Mostly delays. Maybe one or two routing issues, but nothing serious. We handled them."
"Still, must’ve been stressful, trying to keep track of everything during all that expansion. Especially with so many vendors, right?"
Lucinda’s fingers tapped lightly on the table. "We had a few that didn’t meet expectations. They were removed from the roster when Director Voss restructured logistics."
Harper’s pen hovered above her notepad. "You reckon any of them could’ve wormed their way back in under a new name? Different paperwork, same players?"
Lucinda hesitated, then said, "That would fall under acquisitions, not logistics. But I’d be surprised if any slipped through."
Harper nodded, casual as ever. But something in Lucinda’s tone struck her as too careful. Too well-rehearsed.
"Are you saying there were issues with the vendor system?" Harper asked, tilting her head.
Lucinda smiled, but it was tighter now. "Minor ones. Nothing substantial. Just teething problems. You know how it is."
Harper gave her a softer look, switching gears. "Sounds like a lot to juggle. Do you ever get time to breathe?"
Lucinda blinked, slightly caught off guard. "I manage."
"Family help at all? I know when my mother was sick, I felt like I was juggling two jobs."
Lucinda looked away for a beat, the mask slipping just slightly. "I have a sister. She’s... not well. It’s been rough for a few years."
Harper nodded gently, keeping her tone easy. "She’s been sick.”
Lucinda’s eyes grew moist. “She has a rare bone cancer.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Harper said, this time with genuine sympathy.
Lucinda's jaw flexed ever so slightly before she composed herself. "We manage. You learn to make hard choices."
"Yeah," Harper said softly, watching her carefully. "You do."
Harper jotted down a note, her curiosity now fully piqued.
The interview wound down after that, and Lucinda answered the remaining questions with the ease of someone who knew exactly what was expected—and gave nothing more—like someone who had repeated the same line too many times.
Lucinda was hiding something.
Harper ended the recording and smiled politely. "Thank you, Ms. More. This has been helpful."
Lucinda returned the smile, cool and impeccable. "I hope it supports your story."
Harper gathered her things, but her mind was still spinning. Lucinda had said all the right things, but it was the way she said them was too controlled. Too perfect.
Harper watched her go and when she stepped into the corridor, Rae was there to escort her back through the building. They walked in silence for a few moments, the quiet hum of activity in the halls creating a subtle buzz of tension.
"Find what you were looking for?" Rae asked lightly, not quite prying.
"Still looking," Harper replied, adjusting her bag. "But Lucinda’s definitely guarding something. Maybe not what I expected, but... something."
They rounded the corner toward the elevators, and the doors pinged open before Rae could reach for the button.
Evelyn Voss stepped out.
The air between them tightened instantly.
Evelyn looked like she hadn’t missed a beat since their last confrontation—immaculate as ever, navy sheath dress, hair pinned back, gaze sharp. But Harper saw the brief hesitation in her eyes.
Harper nodded. "Director Voss.”
"Ms. Price," Evelyn said, her voice smooth and even. "Still here, I see."
"I’ve one more interview to go.”
"Well, get on with it then," Evelyn said coldly.
“Ready?” said Rae, holding the lift door open.
As she stepped into the elevator, Evelyn stood looking at her until the door shut.
And Harper still felt the heat of it as they silently descended.

H  arper’s next interview was with Victor Tang in his office on the first floor.
At his door, Rae said, “I’ll leave you to it.”
Harper nodded, and went in to Tang. He was polite, efficient, and disarmingly straightforward—answering her questions with none of the guardedness she’d sensed from Lucinda. She tried to probe—light questions about vendor irregularities, shifting supply costs, anything to suggest something shady in the pipeline—but Victor’s answers were genuine. If there was a cover-up, he either wasn’t involved or was a master at appearing innocent.
He even cracked a dry joke about how half his job was making sure overzealous department heads didn’t over-order prototype cabling.
Harper left his office unconvinced of his guilt, but slightly annoyed she hadn’t gotten more.
She checked out at reception, nodding politely to the woman behind the counter, and headed toward the lift. As the doors slid open, she went inside, her arms full with her bag packed with notes. When the elevator reached the ground floor, she stepped out into the foyer, just as a well-dressed older man came briskly around the corner. He collided with her, the impact not forceful, but unexpected. It was enough to knock her off balance. Her bag slipped from her shoulder, and when it hit the ground, loose pages and scribbled sticky notes scattered across the floor.
"Oh—hell. I’m sorry," the man said, stooping to help her gather them up.
Harper knelt, stuffing papers into her bag. "It’s fine. I’ve survived worse,” she said a little irritably.
He handed her some papers. “I owe you a coffee for the damage."
She looked up. He was older, still handsome though he looked to be in his mid-sixties. He had an easy smile, perfectly groomed silver hair, and an arresting presence that suggested he wasn’t used to being ignored.
"You always bowl over strangers before buying them coffee?" she asked, pushing the last of her pages into her bag.
"Only the interesting ones," he said, offering her a hand up.
She hesitated, then took it.
"There’s a café next door," he said. "The coffee isn’t half bad."
Harper considered him. He didn’t seem dangerous and she was curious. "Alright," she said after a beat. "One coffee. But you’re carrying the bag this time."
"Deal."
They walked together toward the café, the city traffic rumbling in the distance. As they rounded the corner, the man slowed his pace slightly to keep in step with her.
The afternoon crowd was trickling in to the coffee shop on their way home. Baristas moved briskly behind the counter, steam hissing from milk frothers as the smell of roasted beans settled over the room.
He held the door open for her, and they stepped into the warmth, and slipped into a quiet corner booth. The scent of coffee and fresh pastry drifted around them. He ordered a long black, Harper her usual flat white. For a few minutes, their conversation stayed comfortably light.
"You work for Voss Nexus?" he asked.
"No," Harper replied. "Just doing some research. And you?”
He chuckled. “I suppose you might say I’m retired. What exactly are you researching?”
“I’m a reporter.”
He casually stirred his coffee. "You don't look like one."
Harper laughed. "What do we look like?"
"Angrier. Or louder. You're... observant."
Harper tilted her head, amused. "I'll take that."
"Working on anything interesting?"
"A few things. This one's a bit of a deep dive. Government contracts, corporate entanglements. You know the type."
"Mmm. Sounds like heavy lifting."
"It's what I do."
He nodded, thoughtful. "What made you want to chase stories like that?"
She paused. No one ever asked her that anymore. "Because when I was fifteen, someone got away with something they shouldn't have. And I watched the silence swallow it whole. I guess I decided I’d rather make noise."
"That explains the glint in your eye." He appraised her with interest. "So, you made a career out of pulling off the covers?"
She nodded. "Pretty much."
He leaned back, the picture of relaxed interest. "You always this driven?"
Harper smiled faintly. "Only when it matters."
They drifted from there into easier subjects—favourite beaches, weekend markets, even the best place for clothes in the Inner West. Harper found herself surprised at how comfortable the conversation was, how much she was enjoying the company of this mystery man. He had the same cool confidence Evelyn carried, but without the armour.
Then the door opened, and the air shifted.
Harper turned her head and froze.
Evelyn Voss stepped inside, scanning the room like she always did—like she owned the air around her.
Evelyn’s gaze swept the café and landed squarely on Harper.
For a moment, Evelyn’s face betrayed nothing. Then her eyes dropped to the man across from Harper. Her eyes narrowed.
Harper glanced between them, piecing something together.
"You know each other?" she said slowly.
The man smiled, unbothered. "That’s my cue. I should let you ladies catch up."
Harper turned sharply toward him. "Who the hell are you really?"
He stood, buttoning his coat. "I’m Evelyn’s father."
Harper’s mouth gaped open. "You’re Elliot Voss?”
“I am. And if I’m not mistaken, you’re Harper Price, the journalist who’s been giving our company a few headaches. It was a pleasure talking to you, Harper. Take care.”
Then he strode through the café, offering a passing nod to Evelyn before he stepped into the street.
Evelyn came over to the table. "I see my father’s been making friends again," she said coolly.
Harper blinked, still catching up. "I didn’t know he was your father."
"He is," Evelyn replied, her eyes unreadable. "What has he been telling you?”
Harper shrugged. "I did most of the talking. Like father like daughter. It appears I’m a gullible mark for your family.” She hesitated, then waved at the chair. “Would you like to join me?”
Evelyn looked down at her, indecision flicking across her face. “Perhaps that wouldn’t be wise. I’ve just popped in for a coffee for the ride home,” she said and Harper thought she heard a tinge of regret—or hoped she did.
“No worries. Have a great weekend.”



 Chapter Fourteen 

T  he weekend descended like a curtain—thick, unwanted, and far too quiet.
Evelyn sat in her glass-walled living room looking over the harbour. The weather was dull and overcast, matching her mood.
She sipped black coffee, lukewarm and bitter. Her laptop was propped on the table beside her, displaying news articles she wasn't reading and briefings she’d already memorised.
Nothing held her interest. Not the figures. Not the words.
Because she couldn’t stop thinking about Harper Price.
Harper sitting across from her father. Laughing. Talking. Confiding.
She hadn't expected that. Of all the people Elliot could have targeted for one of his meddling little conversations, it had to be her.
When she’d walked into the café and seen them together, it had felt like a punch in the gut—unexpected, hurtful, deeply personal. Harper’s eyes had widened. Elliot’s smile had been maddening. Evelyn hadn’t said much. She didn’t need to. The message was in the stare.
Afterwards, she’d gone home with the cup of coffee she no longer wanted. She had walked in unable to shake the image: Harper and her father talking like they’d known each other for years. Harper’s easy laugh. Elliot’s attentive charm.
It was unbearable.
By midmorning, she couldn’t take the apartment anymore. Without fuss, she changed into her jogging clothes. No makeup. Hair swept into a low knot. She looked in the mirror and barely recognised herself. No Ice Queen today. Just a woman trying not to feel.
She left the apartment and walked.
Elliot was staying at the Langton Apartments, a luxury suite building overlooking the Botanic Gardens. She took the elevator to the top floor and knocked.
He answered in pressed slacks and a soft grey jumper, looking more like a man hosting brunch than a father under fire.
"Evelyn," he said, genuinely pleased. "Come in."
She did, brushing past him with force.
"What were you doing with Harper at the cafe?" she asked flatly.
He moved to pour her a cup of coffee, as if they were having a normal conversation about the weather. "She ran into me. Or rather, I ran into her. Accidents happen."
"You don’t do accidents."
"No," he admitted. "But she intrigued me."
"So, you asked her for coffee."
Elliot raised an eyebrow. "You’re angry because I spoke to her. But this isn’t about me. It’s about you. What is with you and this woman."
Evelyn sizzled out a breath. "She’s investigating us, for God’s sake. I’m annoyed you were sitting there playing happy families with her. She’s the enemy, damn-it."
He gave her a look—fatherly, annoyingly perceptive. "We only shared a coffee break, Evelyn.”
"She’s dangerous."
"She’s honest. That’s what you can’t handle."
"She’s reckless."
"So were you once. That used to be your strength."
She wanted to argue. Instead, she walked out.

S  he returned home and dropped her wallet on the kitchen counter. The space echoed too loudly. She poured a glass of whiskey and didn’t drink it.
By mid-afternoon, she tried to distract herself with a cocktail party—an informal gathering hosted by one of the city's cultural foundations. Voss Nexus had donated to their restoration the year before, which meant she was always on the invite list.
The event was held in a penthouse suite overlooking Hyde Park, where art dealers, politicians and the rich, rubbed shoulders over canapés and drinks.
Bartenders in crisp black vests mixed drinks with showy flair, and the place buzzed with friendship and laughter.
Evelyn floated through it with practiced elegance. She greeted people with nods, exchanged brief words with the host, sipped a single glass of champagne. But she wasn’t really present. Every conversation blurred into the next.
Someone pressed in close beside her—a man in his early forties, trim, with a neat goatee, and snappily dressed. "Evelyn," he said smoothly. "We haven’t met, but I’ve admired your work for years."
She gave him a cool glance. "That’s kind of you."
He smiled and stepped in closer. "I’m David. And I like to get to know you better."
She turned to face him fully, one eyebrow arched. "Sorry, David. I’m not interested. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”
His smile faltered as she stepped past him, and left the room without saying goodbye to anyone.
The next day, she took a call from a board member and deflected questions about Harper’s investigation. When he finally stopped the interrogation, she hit the off button hard—didn’t the man know it was fucking Sunday. Then she went to a club and sat at the bar for twenty minutes before walking out again.
Nothing fitted. Nowhere felt right.
Back in her apartment, she stood barefoot at the window and watched the sky turn amber. Her reflection stared back—tired, alone.
She sat on the couch and pulled her laptop onto her knees.
She didn’t want to think about Harper. So, she opened the one thing that would get her out of her mind: the original Wavelength logistics files.
She scrolled through shipment manifests, transport logs, vendor names. Her eyes scanned faster, pausing only on familiar tags—Victor’s approvals, Lucinda’s routing authorisations, Gregory’s budget notes.
And then⁠—
A shipment. Five years ago. Authorised by Lucinda. Meant for a city storage site. But no confirmation of delivery.
She opened the digital manifest.
Three crates. Prototype surveillance equipment.
The confirmation scan? Missing.
She flipped through cross-department memos. Found nothing. No follow-up. No explanation. No discrepancy report.
Her chest tightened. She tapped the vendor’s name.
It was missing. The company had deregistered two months later.
She sat back, staring.

Lucinda covered it up. But why?

Her thoughts flicked to Harper. That same shipment might be what Harper was chasing. A breadcrumb.
The drink sat untouched.
She closed the manifest and pulled up a secure line. "Rae, it’s me. I want all vendor contracts linked to Lucinda More in the past six years. Start with anything routed through discontinued logistics partners. Flag anything missing a delivery scan."
"Evelyn. It’s Sunday.”
“Are you doing anything.”
“Not really. We’re watching a movie.”
"Then get on to it and do it quietly."
There was a long sigh on the other end of the phone. "Understood."
Evelyn ended the call and closed her eyes.
She hadn’t thought of Harper for at least seven minutes.
Progress.

B  y Monday morning, Evelyn was a coil of barely restrained frustration. She woke before her alarm, her head already spinning with loose ends and unfinished thoughts. Her morning routine offered no comfort—the shower was too hot, the coffee too bitter, the headlines already speculating about the state of Voss Nexus as whispers from Harper’s interviews spread like smoke.
She dressed in her plainest outfit: charcoal-grey pantsuit, high-neck blouse, hair pulled back so tightly it felt like armour. No jewellery. No softness.
The drive in was mercifully silent. Her driver knew not to speak.
When the glass doors of the Voss Nexus tower hissed open, Evelyn stepped inside like a storm ready to break.
She strode to the office, her presence sending staff scrambling to look subtly busy. She greeted the calls of good morning with barely a nod.
A junior staffer passed by with a stack of documents, and Evelyn caught the edge of a coloured folder sticking out at an angle. "Are we handing in kindergarten art projects now?" she snapped. The girl flushed red and mumbled an apology.
Two floors up, another employee tried to brief her in the hallway, speaking too slowly.
"If I needed the audio book version, I’d have asked," Evelyn bit out, brushing past him.
By the time she reached her office, the tension had settled behind her eyes like a migraine. She dropped into her chair and glared at her reflection in the dark screen of her laptop. She hated feeling this out of control.
When Rae knocked lightly before stepping in, Evelyn looked up with a frown. "Where have you been?" she snapped.
Rae raised a brow. "With Price. As you ordered. She’s interviewing Gregory Lane in his office."
Evelyn froze. "What?"
"He scheduled a briefing with her for this morning. She’s been in there about twenty minutes."
Without a word, Evelyn stood and crossed to the wide glass panel beside her office door, which overlooked the lower corridor of executive offices. From her angle, she had a partial view of Lane’s suite.
The blinds were closed.
Evelyn’s pulse surged. Her hands clenched at her sides.
Lane was being his usual sleazy self.
"Send someone in to interrupt them," Evelyn said coolly. "Now."
Without waiting for a response, Evelyn growled, “Don’t bother, I’ll go myself.” She turned on her heel and marched down the hall to Lane’s office.
She didn’t knock—she simply opened the door and stood in the frame and glared in.
Lane leant forward over the desk, his fingers touching the back of Harper’s hand. A self-satisfied grin on his lips, his eyes were fixed on her cleavage. She was leaning away from him, her body tense.
Gregory Lane looked up, startled, clearly caught off guard by her sudden appearance. Harper whirled around to look at her, a flicker of something she couldn’t quite read in her eyes.



 Chapter Fifteen 

H  arper checked in at the Voss Nexus front desk just before 10 a.m. to collect her visitor’s tag. The man in a blue shirt with the Voss Nexus logo embossed on the pocket, already had it ready and passed it across to her. She scrawled her name in the book, then hurried over to Rae at the elevators.
"Morning," Rae said and pressed the button.
"Hi, Rae. You’re taking me to Lane today, right?" Harper asked, as she followed her into the elevator.
"That’s the plan. He’s expecting you."
The elevator hummed softly as they ascended to the fourth floor, and Harper tapped her pen against her notebook, mentally preparing herself.
When they exited, Rae gestured down the hallway. "He’s just through there."
They passed an open-plan section where staff worked quietly in semi-private cubicles. There was no chatter, no laughter, just the low hum of monitors and the muted clatter of keyboards. It felt sterile, like a place where you could vanish and no one would notice. She felt eyes follow her as she moved through, no doubt aware she was that reporter.
Outside Lane’s office, a woman in her fifties sat at a neatly-organised desk. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled into a twist, and a delicate gold chain peeked from the collar of her blouse. A badge with the name, Jolene , was pinned to her shirt. She wore glasses with tortoiseshell frames, the eyes behind wary as she looked at them.
"Ms. Price, Mr. Lane is just finishing up a call. He’ll be with you shortly," she said, her voice warm.
Harper glanced at the tag and said, “Thank you, Jolene.”
Rae gave her a quick nod and turned back down the hall without another word.
As she waited, Harper opened her notebook and scanned her questions one more time—though something about the atmosphere was already setting her nerves on edge.
A few minutes later, the beep sounded on the intercom. "Ms. Price," Jolene said. "You can go in now."
Harper entered Lane’s office and looked around.
It was a large corner suite with broad windows and dark wood panelling. The furniture was heavy, masculine. Gregory Lane looked up from his desk, his eyes skimming over her slowly, lingering a second too long before he stood.
Big, broad-shouldered, with a florid complexion, he had the easy smile of a man used to being liked and the entitled air of someone who didn’t question his own charm. He extended his hand with a practiced grin.
"Ms. Price. A pleasure."
"Thanks for making the time," she said, shaking it briefly.
"Anything for the press," he said with a chuckle, gesturing to the chair across from his desk. "You folks do like to dig."
He closed the blinds then returned to his seat.
Harper opened her pad and said, "This interview will be recorded, Mr Lane. Do you have a problem with that?”
He smiled expansively at her. “That’s fine with me, love.”
She curled her lip in distaste. “My name is Harper. Love is a term I don’t answer to.”
He coloured slightly. “Sorry, Harper . Call me Gregory.”
She discretely clicked on the recorder in her breast pocket. She found if it wasn’t visible, people usually forgot about it. Recorders tended to stifle interviews. “Okay, Gregory. Let’s talk about the Wavelength project," she began. "I’d like to understand how the financial side was structured. Specifically, the phase releases tied to the federal contract."
Lane leaned back in his chair, one arm resting casually across the arm rest. "That’s quite the place to start. You don’t believe in small talk to loosen things up?"
"Not my strong suit," Harper said, flipping her page.
He chuckled again. "Alright. Phase releases. We handled those in line with government delivery schedules. Tranches released upon completion milestones. Standard practice."
His eyes flicked briefly to her neckline, then back up. She caught it, noted it, didn’t react.
"And vendor selection? How were they vetted? Any flagged partners in the audit trail?"
"You’re well-read," Lane said, amused. "Acquisitions has a process. All our vendors passed the compliance benchmarks."
"Even the ones no longer on record?"
That made him pause—but only for a second. "Which ones would those be?"
"I was hoping you’d tell me."
Lane leaned forward slightly, the genial expression on his face starting to fray around the edges. "You know, Ms. Price, you’re asking a lot of questions that imply something’s wrong."
"I’m a journalist," Harper replied. "If everything was perfect, I’d be writing a fluff piece about the company canteen."
He gave a short laugh, but it didn’t sound sincere. "We run a tight ship. All expenses are reviewed quarterly. Everything tied to Wavelength has passed internal and external audits."
"Yet some of those vendors no longer exist. One in particular was dissolved two months after getting a sizeable contract."
Lane offered a practiced shrug. "It happens. Startups fail. Subsidiaries fold into parent companies. That’s not unusual in our industry."
"Was that flagged in your compliance report?"
His tone cooled just slightly. "Are you suggesting it should have been?"
"I’m asking if it was."
"I don’t keep every line item memorised. How long ago?"
"Five years," Harper said, scribbling a note. "I’ll be requesting those documents."
He frowned. "That’s a while back. I’d have to check with our legal and compliance teams.”
"Who oversaw vendor approvals during that phase?" asked Harper.
"Several department heads would’ve had eyes on it—operations, logistics, finance.”
Harper looked up. "You have the authority here to okay big amounts?”
"Yes.” His gaze lingered again, then he leaned a bit closer over the desk, lowering his voice. "You know, Harper... you’re sharp. Quick on your feet. Confident. That’s rare."
Harper kept her expression neutral. "I’m here for an interview, Gregory."
He gave a low laugh, tilting his head. "Of course. Just making an observation. Not many people come in here and rattle the cage. I admire that."
Then his tone shifted, faintly suggestive. "Maybe next time, we could discuss things off the record. Over dinner."
Harper met his eyes flatly. "Not a chance."
Lane chuckled again, but this time there was something harder behind it. The friendliness dropped from his voice.
"Careful, Ms. Price," he said, voice low. "You dig too deep; you might find yourself in over your head. One bad story... and suddenly you're just another freelancer with a reputation."
Harper’s spine straightened. "Are you threatening me?"
"I’m advising you," Lane said, his smile returning, but it was all teeth.
Harper held his gaze. "Noted," she said, but her pulse ticked loudly behind her ears.
Lane sat back in his chair, his gaze narrowing. "You know, Harper," he said slowly, "you play your cards right, I might just give you something better than a quote.”
Harper's expression didn’t shift, but her grip on the pen tightened.
He smiled lazily. "But information like that comes at a cost. Let’s just say... I don’t give it away for free."
"What are you saying?" she asked, her voice low.
He stretched over the desk further until she could smell his sour breath. "Dinner. Drinks. Maybe a little more. Then we talk."
Harper tilted backwards, hands bracing against the edge of the desk. "Can we keep this professional?"
Lane reached over and touched her hand. Let his fingers linger. "You’re a smart girl. You’ll come around when you realise what I can do for you."
“Please remove your hand or I’ll report you to the Director,” she said, nervous now.
He gave a little snort. “You think Evelyn Voss would care about someone who’s investigating her? What world are you living in. She’s made of ice. All she cares about is her precious company. And you, my dear, are a threat to that.”
Before she could respond, the door opened.
Evelyn Voss stood on the threshold. And she looked furious.
Harper’s pulse skipped. Relief bloomed in her chest. All she wanted was to get out of the room.
She stood up from the chair quickly, and collected her things. She couldn’t keep the slight quaver out of her voice. "I’m done here, Mr Lane." She turned to Evelyn. "I'm ready to go."
Evelyn gave a short nod, her eyes never leaving Lane. "I’ll escort you out," she said coldly.
Then, without missing a beat, she looked at him. "I want the financials I asked for yesterday on my desk within the next thirty minutes. No delays."
Lane’s expression tightened, but he nodded. "Of course, Director."
As Harper stepped out, Jolene gave her a brief, sympathetic glance—subtle, but enough for Harper to catch.
Evelyn walked beside her in silence until they exited into the hallway.
"Did he try anything?" Evelyn asked quietly, her voice low and controlled.
Harper hesitated. "I can handle myself."
Evelyn didn’t reply immediately, just gave her a look Harper couldn’t quite read.
"He needs to be investigated," Harper said after a pause. "That wouldn’t have been the first time he’s crossed a line. He’s used to doing it. He’s probably been harassing his staff for years."
Evelyn nodded once, sharp and decisive. "Thank you. I’ll take it from here."
Harper narrowed her eyes. "That’s it? You’ve known this man for how long, and this is the first time someone’s said something?"
Evelyn’s expression chilled. "This isn’t your business, Ms. Price."
"It became my business when he came on to me," Harper snapped.
They stopped halfway down the corridor. The air between them crackled.
"You think walking in with a press badge gives you the full picture?" Evelyn said, voice sharp. "You imagine you’re the first person to find fault with a man like that? The first to call it out?"
Harper folded her arms. "I think I’m the first one who’s not afraid to do something about that creep."
Eyes narrowed, Evelyn stepped closer. "Then go ahead. Publish that story. Burn the building down."
Harper's mouth tightened. "Thanks for the escort. And for the record—that’s not my story. I’m saying this to protect the women he works with. The ones who can't walk away."
Evelyn’s mouth opened slightly, then snapped shut. Her expression shifted—just for a moment—from cold anger to something else. "Good for you," she said.
Harper knew that should have been enough but persisted. Wanting to make Evelyn react. Admit she was wrong for once. "Something should have been done about him a long time ago. I know you haven’t been here long, but what was the last CEO doing?"
Evelyn stiffened. “How dare you criticise us. Do you know how hard it is to get women to come forward in sexual harassment cases.”
“Of course I do,” snapped Harper. “I did a story on it. But why hasn’t your management investigated him. I bet everyone in the building knows what a sleazebag he is.”
Evelyn pressed her lips together. “That’s not your business, is it.”
Harper took the recorder out of her breast pocket and handed it to Evelyn. “It is now. I’m making a formal complaint. I’ll give it to you in writing tomorrow.”
Then she turned on her heel and strode toward the elevator, not looking back.
The hallway seemed longer now, colder. Each step echoed louder than it should have. Her chest burned with frustration, not just at Lane, but at Evelyn too—at the wall she always seemed to build when things got personal.
By the time she reached the elevator, Harper’s hands were trembling. She pressed the call button and forced herself to steady her breathing.
Evelyn hadn’t followed.
The elevator doors opened, and Harper stepped inside, alone.
She stood there, staring straight ahead until the doors slid shut.
Only then did she let herself feel it—the swirl of anger and disappointment.



 Chapter Sixteen 

T  he lift slid shut behind Harper, leaving Evelyn standing in the empty hallway. She was all too aware she shouldn’t have argued with Harper.
It had been churlish. But she had wanted to lash out. To scream when she’d seen Gregory Lane touch her. How dare he. And what did she do. She took out her anger on Harper who was the victim in all this.
Christ, she was losing control.
She turned and walked briskly back toward her office. Once inside, she stripped off her coat and dropped into the seat behind her desk. The leather creaked under her weight. She ran a hand through her hair, fingers tugging at strands as if the pain might ground her.
The silence in the room was deafening, wrapping around her like static.
Every part of her bristled with tension—frustration, guilt, something colder and meaner threading underneath. She had been blindsided. Not just by Lane, not just by Harper’s anger—but by the unexpected sting of shame.
Harper had handed her a recording. A formal complaint. But worse than that, she had handed Evelyn the truth.
And Evelyn had let her pride answer.
She should have thanked her. Should have listened without letting her ego take the lead. Instead, she'd deflected. Defended. Fallen back into the armour she knew so well.
God, she hated that Harper could get to her like this.
Evelyn’s gaze drifted to the door, willing the space between them wider. Harper was gone, and yet the confrontation echoed in her head louder than anything else.
The worst part? Harper had been right.
She’d meant to maintain control. She’d meant to stay calm.
But Harper Price had a way of lighting a fuse she didn’t even know was there.
Evelyn swivelled the chair to stare out the window.
She should have investigated Lane the week she got here. She had ignored the whispers and innuendoes that he was a sexual predator, and put it aside to do later while she focused on the government contracts, the endless rounds of security compliance, and the whirlwind of media scrutiny.
She’d failed to act on what was happening right under her nose. And Harper—infuriating, relentless Harper—had.
A knock at the door interrupted her morose thoughts.
Rae entered quietly and stopped just inside. "Are you okay, Boss?"
Evelyn didn’t answer immediately.
Rae took a step closer, frowning. "What happened in there? I saw you walk her out. You looked...upset."
Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose. "She handed me this."
She reached into her pocket and held up the recorder.
Rae’s brow furrowed. "What’s on it?"
Evelyn exhaled. "Harper interviewing Lane."
She rose from her chair, crossed the office, and plugged the recorder into her system. Together, they listened. Harper’s voice came first—direct, professional—and then Lane’s.
As the recording played out, Rae’s mouth set in a hard line. She didn’t speak until it ended.
"Jesus," Rae said. "We’ve got to deal with this."
Evelyn nodded. "Start with a full review of his office staff. Quietly. I don’t want this spreading before we’ve talked to the girls in the office."
There was a pause.
"You know," Rae added carefully, "Harper could’ve gone straight to the press with this. Instead, she gave it to you."
Evelyn stared down at the recorder in her hand. "I know."
And somehow, that made it worse.
Evelyn set the recorder down slowly on her desk, then straightened. "We need a containment strategy."
Rae nodded. "I’ll pull up Lane’s direct reports and anyone in HR who’s been in meetings with him over the past two years. If there’s been even a whisper⁠—"
"Find it," Evelyn said. Her voice was low, but steady now. “And check all settlement payouts through Legal. I want names, timelines, and who signed off on what. No gaps.”
Rae’s eyes flicked to the door. “What about Lane?”
“Not yet.” Evelyn crossed her arms. “If we move too soon, he’ll panic. Try to cover his tracks or—worse—go to the board and make it political.”
“You think he’s capable of that?”
“I think he’s capable of anything that protects his position,” Evelyn said. “He’s been here too long. He’s too comfortable.”
Rae hesitated again. “And Harper?”
Evelyn didn’t look at her. “Leave her out of it. She’s done enough.”
“She’ll want to follow up.”
“She can,” Evelyn said coolly. “After we’ve cleaned out our own house.”
Rae nodded once and moved toward the door.
“Oh—and Rae?”
She turned back.
“Find out who else might’ve known outside his department. I don’t care if it’s whispers, offhand comments, or third-hand stories. I want everything. And bring in someone from Legal quietly to prepare an internal statement, just in case.”
Rae gave a short nod. “On it.”
The door clicked shut behind her.
Evelyn remained still for a long moment, staring out the window again, the skyline as unforgiving as ever.
Harper had lit a fire under something she’d been ignoring for too long. And now, Evelyn had no choice but to handle it.

A  t exactly 3:04 p.m., the shrill sound of the fire alarm wailed through the building.
Evelyn leapt out of her chair as the automated voice rang through the corridors: "Attention. Please evacuate the building. This is not a drill."
She stepped into the hallway, where staff were already hurrying out of their offices in varying degrees of confusion and panic.
Rae reappeared at her side, eyebrows raised. "Do we know what triggered it?"
"Not yet."
The evacuation protocol kicked in swiftly—security directing people to the stairwells, emergency lights pulsing. Evelyn descended with the crowd to the outside plaza where employees clustered.
"This is the third false alarm this quarter," Rae muttered. "We need a systems audit."
Evelyn scanned the crowd. Too many eyes were looking at her, expecting leadership, reassurance. She gave none. She hated this—the chaos, the break in order.
Ten minutes later, a fire warden jogged up, slightly out of breath. "False alarm, Director. Looks like a sensor tripped in the lower-level server room. No smoke."
Evelyn let out a frustrated breath. "Find out why. I want a report before end of day. And get IT to confirm there wasn’t a breach."
The warden nodded and moved off.
Rae gave her a sidelong glance. "Hell of a Monday."
"Get them back to work. I’ll be in my office," she said and walked back into the building without another word.
But things didn’t return to normal. The system glitch delayed re-entry for nearly two hours. Employees paced the plaza, some leaning against walls, others huddled together checking updates and speculating. Whispers of sabotage and tech failures spread, and tensions rose as the temperature did.
By the time the all-clear was given, it was almost 5 p.m. Staff were cranky, tired, and irritated—they had been ready to clock out for the day, and now they had to drag themselves back to their work places.
Inside the building, the air was stale and the atmosphere sour.
Evelyn walked through the lobby, every step another reminder that she’d lost the thread of control today.
Rae caught up to her at the elevator. "IT says it was a sensor misfire. Faulty wiring. They’re replacing it tonight."
Evelyn didn’t reply. Her patience was worn to the bone.
She made it back to her office, closed the door, and stood there for a long moment to calm down.
By the time she finally left for the day, the sky was already beginning to darken. She walked out of the building with stiff shoulders, her entire body wound tight with stress. One more interruption, one more surprise, and she’d scream.
She didn’t go straight home. Couldn’t think of anything worse than going into a cold, lonely apartment.
Instead, Evelyn told her driver to take her to a quiet bar in the city—the kind with low lighting, and bartenders who didn’t ask questions.
She ordered a whiskey, neat, and sat in the back corner nursing it like it might undo the day.
It didn’t.
The noise grated. The hum of people talking, the clink of glasses. She hated the place.
She ordered another, but the tightness in her chest refused to ease.
She wondered what the fuck she was doing here.
This wasn’t what she wanted. Who she wanted.
There was only one person who could stop the ache.
She finished the second drink then reached for her phone and called a cab.
When the car pulled up, she climbed in and gave Harper’s address. When it stopped in front of the apartment block, she sat there for a long moment, staring up at the building, her hand hovering over the door handle.
Then she squared her shoulder, paid the fare, and climbed out before she could change her mind.
Her heels clicked against the pavement—too loud in the stillness—and she hated how hesitant her steps felt.
Evelyn didn’t do hesitation. Or unannounced visits. Or showing up outside someone’s door with nothing but a bottle of tension and regret twisting in her stomach.
But here she was.
She walked to the entrance, punched in the code Harper had given her weeks ago. The door clicked open, and she stepped inside.
The elevator ride felt longer than it was. Her reflection in the polished doors looked reasonably composed. Not like someone who had no idea what she was going to say.
When she reached Harper’s floor, she hesitated again. Then she moved forward, slow and deliberate, and raised her hand to knock.
Her knuckles hovered over the door for a second.
Then she knocked—twice, firm but not loud.
And waited.



 Chapter Seventeen 

H  arper stirred the sauce, sniffing in the scent of garlic and thyme. She always found the smell of herbs and the act of cooking usually settled her—something about the rhythm of it, the calmness of it.
But tonight, it was hard to relax, her mind wouldn’t stop replaying the scene in Gregory Lane’s office.
His eyes. The way they had swept over her as if she was there for his pleasure and not to question him. She couldn’t believe the arrogance of the man to do it so blatantly. Having come from a workplace where there were strict rules about sexual harassment, it had been confronting.
Harper tasted the sauce, decided it needed more salt, and reached for the grinder.
She shouldn’t still be thinking about it, but it lingered like a bad dream. The subtle menace in his voice when she refused him. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t had difficult interviews, or been subjected to misogyny, but there was something about Lane that made her skin crawl. She had met a few sociopaths and she put him firmly in that category.
And he believed he could get away with it.
And maybe he always did. That was the terrifying part.
When Evelyn had turned up, she had never been so relieved. But then they had that argument and everything was back to square one again.
Harper sighed and poured herself a glass of wine. After writing out her formal complaint, she sent it off to Evelyn, then left the office too angry to focus. The walk home had done little to clear her head, nor had a long hot shower. Cooking had been her next best hope.
She glanced at the door, half-expecting a knock that wouldn’t come. No hope of that.
She sat down at the table with her bowl of pasta, fork swirling idly wondering how she was going to fill in the time. Then decided. No laptop. No social media. No recordings tonight. Just something light and frivolous to keep her sane.
Harper flicked through Netflix until she landed on one of her comfort watches—Love Actually . She let it run for twenty minutes, but it only made her feel worse. Everyone finding love, making grand gestures. Kisses at airports. Emotional speeches.
Since she wasn’t going to get one, she didn’t want to watch others getting happy endings.
She cleaned up her plate and switched to Late Night , hoping for something snappier, something that didn’t pull so hard at her heart. But it was even worse. Emma Thompson’s character—steely, brilliant, emotionally distant—was Evelyn to a tee.
Fuck! It was maddening how often everything seemed to remind her of that bloody woman. She was infuriating, cold, and impossible to pin down—and yet, Harper couldn’t stop thinking about her. Not just the confrontations, but the rare, disarming moments when her voice softened, when her expression cracked just a little. When Harper saw the woman beneath the power.
And the attraction wasn’t that simple anymore. Something dangerous curled low in her belly. Something she didn’t want to name.
She didn’t want to want Evelyn Voss. But she did.
A sudden knock at the door made her jump.
She glanced toward it—she wasn’t expecting anyone tonight.
She looked down at her ratty tracksuit—soft, well-worn, and absolutely not what she’d wear for company—and hoped it wasn’t anyone important. She definitely wasn’t dressed to entertain.
The knock came again, firmer this time.
Harper stood slowly, and walked toward the door a little hesitantly. She didn’t want to admit it, but Gregory Lane had put her on edge.
She left the latch attached when she opened the door, pleased she’d bothered with the extra security. There were enough people she’d pissed off with her articles to be cautious about her safety.
She hesitated for a second with her hand on the knob, then inched it open.
Evelyn Voss stood in the hallway.
She looked…lost. Not the sharp, composed executive Harper was used to seeing, but something raw and real. Her eyes were wide, her lips slightly parted like she didn’t trust herself to speak.
Harper slipped off the latch, and opened the door wide. “Evelyn. What are you doing here?”
Evelyn stepped over the threshold without waiting. Her voice was rough with emotion. “I don’t know why I’m here. I didn’t plan it. I just—” She stopped. Swallowed. “I couldn’t stay away.”
She closed the door behind her with a slow, deliberate motion. It shut with a soft click.
They stood facing each other in silence, the air heavy with all the things they hadn’t said. Then Evelyn’s breath hitched. She didn’t speak. Her eyes dropped to Harper’s lips, lingered there for one second too long—then she stepped in, closed the space, and kissed her like she meant to undo every reason she'd stayed away.
The kiss wasn’t soft. It was sharp-edged and hungry, and Harper responded like she’d been holding her breath for it.
Their mouths crashed together, all teeth and urgency and unresolved feeling.
Harper clutched at Evelyn’s coat, dragging her closer as heat flared through her.
They stumbled back, breathless, hands everywhere.
Evelyn's fingers dug into Harper's hair, her palms pressed to Evelyn's ribs, the heat between them flaring into a wildfire. Hot and unstoppable.
Hands tangled—Evelyn’s finding Harper’s waist, Harper’s pressing flat against Evelyn’s chest. They barely made it to the couch, breathless, electric.
Evelyn’s coat hit the floor before they fell onto the couch.
They collapsed onto the cushions in a tangle of limbs, the kiss never breaking. Harper slid her hands under Evelyn’s shirt, fingers tracing the warm line of her spine. Evelyn’s mouth dropped to Harper’s throat, teeth grazing just enough to make her gasp.
For a moment they stilled, forehead to forehead, catching their breath in the dim light of the living room.
"You drive me crazy," Evelyn whispered, voice husky.
Harper’s lips brushed hers again. "Then show me," she said softly, feeling the aching need between her legs.
Evelyn pulled up her top and gave a low growl when she found her braless. She claimed a nipple, hungry and desperate, but tender too. Then she slid her hand into Harper’s pants and slipped it between her legs.
“So wet,” she murmured and began to stroke in a steady rhythm.
“Oh God,” groaned Harper. “I want you so much I’m not going to last long.”
“You feel so good,” Evelyn said, her voice hoarse with want.
Harper bucked her hips to get closer, for more friction. Evelyn increased the pace. Sensitive now to Harper’s little grunts and moans, she seemed to know instinctively what she needed.
When Harper gasped out, “Inside now,” she thrust two fingers in and out immediately. She curled her fingers around until she found the sweet spot, then pumped into it.
Harpers’ climax came in a rush, exploding with such an exquisite force that she saw stars.
She clutched Evelyn’s shoulders and screamed out her name.
Evelyn held her close while she came down off her high, murmuring sweet nothings in her ear.
Then they broke apart only to move from the couch. They stumbled together down the hall toward the bedroom, Harper's hands in Evelyn’s hair, Evelyn’s mouth tracing along Harper’s jaw. Clothes came off between breaths. There was no grace, no pause, just the rush of two people who’d held back too long.
Harper reached behind her, opening the bedroom door blindly. Evelyn’s hands slid down her back as they tumbled inside, lips finding each other again like gravity wouldn’t allow distance.
Everything else could wait. The accusations, the tension, the tangled past and uncertain future.
“My turn,” Harper growled as they reached the bed. “On your stomach.”
When Evelyn fell face down onto the bed, Harper crawled half over her. She nipped and sucked the back of her neck, then moved down with aching slowness.
Evelyn wriggled. She slapped a bottom cheek sharply.
When Evelyn stiffened, Harper slapped the other. “You need to let go, Eve. Let someone else take charge.” She palmed her bottom and squeezed.
Evelyn ground out, voice muffled by the pillow. “Be careful, Harper. I don’t give my power away easily.”
Harper nipped her neck as she reached around with her hand. She pinched her clit lightly, “You will if you want more of this.”
With a fluid movement, she rolled her over and settled in between her legs. With her hands wrapped around her thighs, she went to work. Licking, sucking, teasing and tormenting, until Evelyn was squirming frantically.
“Go inside,” Evelyn ordered, hand buried in Harper’s hair.
Harper looked up at her with a feral smile, “Say please.”
Evelyn snorted, “Never,” and pushed her head back down.
Harper pulled her in tighter, using her tongue until Evelyn was trembling.
Finally, there came a strangle word that sounded like a whimper, “Please.”
Harper happily complied, and as she slid in two fingers, she felt the walls flutter around them almost immediately. She took the clit between her lips and sucked. Evelyn came undone, shuddering into orgasm with a strangled cry. “Oh, fuckkkk.”

Harper moved up the bed and propped up on an elbow to look at her. There was no sign of the self-contained, icy director now. She was completely undone; face flushed, her hair a mess, and she looked like she been thoroughly fucked. Harper had never seen her look so beautiful.
She said in a breathless whisper. “You are absolutely stunning.”
Evelyn, still languishing in the glowing aftermath of her orgasm, gazed at her with an unguarded tenderness that pulled at Harper’s heartstrings. “That was…special, Harper.”
Harper looked at her with sultry eyes. “Wanna go again?”
Evelyn sat upright against the headboard with one hand idly tracing the curve of Harper’s bare shoulder. “Perhaps we should talk about this first…us.”
Neither of them spoke.
Eventually, Evelyn broke the silence. "This... whatever it is—it can’t be a forever thing."
Harper turned her head to gaze up at her. "Because of the company? The investigation?"
Evelyn nodded. "Because of all of it. I’m not built for this. I barely have time for myself, let alone someone else. We’re both too busy. It’s too complicated."
Harper sat up a little, pulling the sheet with her. "So, what are you saying? This was a one-time thing?"
Evelyn was quick to shake her head. "No. I’m saying we let it burn out. Let it be what it is—for now. I can’t walk away yet."
Harper looked at her, disappointed more than she cared to admit. "An affair?"
Evelyn nodded. "An affair. No promises. No expectations. Just... this. Until it stops feeling like it has to happen."
There was a pause.
Then Harper nodded slowly. "Okay. If that’s what it has to be."
But Evelyn wasn’t finished. Her eyes flicked toward the ceiling for a moment, then back to Harper. "We have to be discreet," she said firmly. "You’re investigating my company. This—us—it’s a conflict of interest."
Though Harper knew she was right, she still said, “I become your secret now? Something to be managed?"
Evelyn’s mouth opened slightly, but Harper cut her off. "Maybe we shouldn’t see each other like this again. Perhaps it’s better if we stop now before it gets more complicated."
"No," Evelyn said immediately. "That won’t work."
Harper’s brows lifted. "Why not?"
Evelyn looked away, her cheeks flushed red. "Because I can’t pretend that I don’t want you. And neither can you."
Harper countered. “This is just chemistry we’re talking about, right?”
Evelyn slid her eyes away. “What else could it be?”
Harper smiled sweetly. “What indeed . If we go into this sort of arrangement, we don’t have to be exclusive.”
Evelyn frowned. “You want to see other people?”
Harper arched an eyebrow. “You never know who’s around the corner.”
Evelyn’s eyes narrowed. “Then I’ll have to keep you well satisfied,” then added, “for now.”
“Don’t worry. I’m the monogamous type. And you’re probably right. This—whatever it is—will burn itself out,” Harper said, ignoring her brain that was screaming No Way! She crawled up beside Evelyn, gently bit her earlobe then whispered in her ear. “If this is going to burn out soon as you so wisely predict, then let’s make the most of it while the fire’s roaring.”
Evelyn looked at her hungrily. “My turn to be boss.”



 Chapter Eighteen 

E  velyn surprised herself by not wanting to move. Even more surprised she was still in Harper’s bed. She never did sleep overs.
But it felt right .
The morning light filtered softly through the bedroom curtains, warm and gold against pale sheets. Harper was still asleep beside her, turned slightly onto her stomach, one arm tucked under her pillow, hair falling messily across her cheek. She looked...peaceful. And Evelyn couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen peace in someone’s face when she was this close.
For a moment, Evelyn just lay there, staring at the ceiling, trying to reassemble her walls. But they’d shifted. Tilted.
Eventually, duty—or the illusion of it—won out. She slipped out of bed quietly, dressing in slow, deliberate motions. Her blouse was wrinkled, her hair slightly tangled, but none of it mattered. There were clothes and makeup in her office.
She looked at her watch. She had meetings. People to control. A company to run.
But still, she couldn’t walk out without saying goodbye.
She looked down at Harper. Something tugged in her chest—annoying and unwanted.
"You’re still here?" Harper’s voice was scratchy with sleep. Her eyes barely open, but the corner of her mouth lifted into something just shy of a smile.
Evelyn exhaled a quiet laugh, surprised by her own warmth. "Apparently."
Harper rolled onto her back and stretched, the sheet slipping just enough to remind Evelyn of exactly why she’d stayed. "Want coffee?"
"Only if you’re making it."
They ended up in the kitchen, barefoot and rumpled. Harper made strong coffee from the machine while Evelyn leaned against the bench, arms crossed, pretending not to watch her every movement.
It wasn’t awkward. That surprised her too.
After a few minutes, Evelyn said casually, "You’re still planning to interview Colin Drew, right?"
Harper shot her a look over the rim of her mug. "Last on the list. Why?"
"I’d like to be there. Just to observe."
Harper frowned. "That’s not how this works."
"I won’t interfere. I just want to listen."
Harper hesitated. "You’re not going to glare him into silence?"
"No promises."
That earned her a small smile. Then a sigh.
"Fine," Harper said. "But you sit in the corner and keep quiet."
Evelyn lifted her mug. "Deal."

B  y the time she stepped into Voss Nexus later that morning, Evelyn had her expression set into Director mode. The night had left her tangled in more than just sheets, and somehow, she didn’t entirely dislike the open and vulnerable feeling.
As she walked through the marble lobby, she nodded to the security guard ignoring his surprised look. In the elevator, she adjusted her shirt and took a slow breath.
Back to work. Back to the version of herself people expected.
But when she stepped into her suite, Rae gave a slow grin as she ran her eye over her.
"Morning, Director. Big night.”
A fleeting smile twitched at Evelyn’s mouth, but she didn’t deign to answer.
Rae chuckled. “Someone has finally put the cinnamon back into your coffee.”
Evelyn arched a brow. "Funny. Now I’d better get changed. We have a busy morning.”
She stepped into her private bathroom and quickly showered. She dressed in a pinstriped skirt and high-buttoned blouse, and the softness of the morning slipped away. By the time she looked in the mirror, her face was calm, cool, and distant. The Ice Queen was back—and no one at Voss Nexus would see anything else.
She took a seat behind her desk, pigeonholed the thoughts of their love making, and called Rae in. "I want a full sweep of acquisitions for the last five years for Wavelength and its subsidiary accounts. And keep it quiet. Just you and me for now."
Rae’s smile dropped, replaced by focused alertness. "Understood. Any red flags so far?"
Evelyn hesitated. "Nothing confirmed. But someone’s been getting clever with the ordering system. Duplicate invoices, varied supplier names. I want to know who signed off."
Rae nodded. "You got it."
Evelyn turned toward her office, then paused. "And Rae—I’ll handle Harper Price this morning. I’m not letting Drew worm his way out of anything, so I’m going to sit in on the interview."
Rae raised her eyebrows. “She’s allowing you to be present?”
“She agreed,” she said offhandedly.
When Rae left, Evelyn opened the laptop and leaned against the edge of her desk, staring out the window at the city.
She’d let her guard down. But now it was time to close ranks.
Whatever this was with Harper—it had to stay separate.
And whatever rot was growing inside her company—she was going to cut it out, piece by piece.

S  he met Harper just before noon outside one of the smaller conference rooms—a clean, windowless space used for briefings that didn’t need polish. Harper had another recorder, a slim notepad, and a guarded expression.
Evelyn didn’t smile. She gave a single nod. "He’s already in there. You ready?"
"As I’ll ever be," Harper said.
They entered the room together. Colin Drew was seated at the far end of the table, legs crossed, suit impeccable as always. He was in his mid-forties, handsome in that polished, slightly too-perfect way. His dark hair, touched with silver at the temples, was slicked back with care, and his smile lingered a little too long to feel genuine.
"Director Voss," he said, and then turned to Harper. "Ms. Price."
"Thanks for making the time," Harper said, sliding into a chair opposite him.
Colin gave a casual shrug. "Always happy to support transparency."
Harper leaned forward, her tone casual but focused. "Mr. Drew, you’re listed as the lead for the government liaison on the Wavelength contract—correct?"
"That’s right," Colin said smoothly.
"Have you seen or signed off on any unusual acquisitions tied to that project? Duplicate orders? Irregular authorisations?"
Colin blinked. Just once. Then he smiled again. "Not that I’m aware of. Wavelength’s been carefully managed. Anything like that would’ve gone through operations. Logistics or finance."
Harper made a note on her pad, eyes still on him. "So, you haven’t seen anything odd? No suppliers you didn’t recognise?"
"With a project this size, there’s are thousands of suppliers. Government projects don’t exactly run on brand loyalty. But nothing that raised a red flag, no."
Evelyn didn’t speak, but she watched him carefully. That pause. That blink. Just enough of a hitch in his polished rhythm.
He was good. But maybe not good enough.
Harper flipped a page in her notebook. "You signed off on a shipment five years ago—one that never arrived. It was tied to the early testing phase of the Wavelength systems. Ring any bells?"
Colin's smile faltered for the briefest moment. "That was a long time ago. I believe Lucinda More handled the follow-up on that. Logistics resolved the issue, as I recall."
Harper tilted her head. "Did they?"
He nodded. "Yes. After that, we changed the acquisition system. Made it more transparent. Tighter authorisation chains, clearer vendor vetting. It was a push from executive leadership."
"And yet," Harper said evenly, "we’re still seeing anomalies."
Colin gave her a practiced, almost patronising smile. "The company’s grown. Complexity invites mistakes. But I assure you, nothing under my purview has been anything but above board."
Evelyn watched him closely. She didn’t miss the shift in his posture, the way his hand gripped the edge of the chair a little too tightly. Something was there.
And Harper was circling it.
She glanced at her notes again, then looked up. "One last thing. Who do you liaise with directly in the government when handling these contracts?"
Colin's eyes flicked briefly toward Evelyn, then back to Harper. "Primarily Minister Langley and his director of the government department. Occasionally army personnel."
Harper nodded slowly. "Good to know."
She clicked off the recorder. "That’ll be all, Mr. Drew."
Colin gave a polite nod, rose, and exited the room.
When the door clicked shut behind him, Harper turned to Evelyn. "Do you want to discuss it?"
Evelyn hesitated for only a moment, then nodded.
Harper’s eyes flicked to her open notebook. "Can you explain, in plain terms, how parts are procured for the Wavelength project? Not the corporate PR version. The real process."
Evelyn folded her arms. "Fine. In layman’s terms—Voss Nexus is contracted by the government to develop components and integration systems for Wavelength. It's a defence network with global surveillance and response capability. Worth billions in total. Because of its importance, many of the parts and technologies are subsidised by the government to keep costs ‘manageable’."
"And if someone wanted to commit fraud?" Harper prompted.
"They’d do it through over-ordering. Double billing. Padding invoices. On a project of this size, there are always cost blowouts, and they’re often written off as standard. But if someone’s deliberately signing off on purchases that don’t exist or redirecting inventory, it’s theft."
"And who has the authority to sign off on those acquisitions?"
"Primarily, Logistics—Lucinda More’s department," Evelyn said. "They manage supplier requests and fulfilment. Then Finance—Gregory Lane—approves the money. Between those two, any fraud would be orchestrated, missed, or ignored. That’s where the money trail starts—and where it could end."
“That’s interesting,” murmured Harper with a little hum. “So, one of them couldn’t do it alone.”
“No,” said Evelyn. “Rae tells me it’s common knowledge among the staff that Lucinda and Gregory vehemently dislike each other. Which makes it dubious that they’d be working together.”
Harper looked at Evelyn with a gleam in her eye. “You have quite a problem on your hands, Director. Now I must be off. Enjoy the rest of your day.”
Evelyn watched her walk off. All confidence. She would have liked to have known what Harper’s thoughts were on the matter, but she was keeping her cards close to her chest.
She got the impression Harper had worked out more than she was letting on.
And being lovers wasn’t going to stop her probing where she shouldn’t.
She was still after her scoop.



 Chapter Nineteen 

I  t had been six days since Harper had seen Evelyn.
She had been called to New York for a Share Holder’s meeting the day after Colin’s interview, and the silence was beginning to gnaw at Harper.
She sat at her desk long after the office had dimmed around her, the sky outside bruising with sunset. The invitation lay in front of her—thick cream paper with gold-foiled lettering, the kind of stationary that whispered old money. It smelled faintly of an expensive perfume and the clean, cold ink of a fountain pen. Even the envelope had weight.
She turned it over again, as if the second read would make it less absurd.

Liliana Ward requests the pleasure of your company…

Of course it wasn’t addressed to her. The invite was meant for the newspaper’s chief editor, Wallace, and his wife, both of whom were charming enough to be on every influential socialite’s list and shrewd enough to stay away from scenes that might become stories.
Wallace had tossed it onto her desk that afternoon with a nonchalant, “We’re not going. But you might want to. Minister Langley and his wife will be there.”
And then he’d gone back to pretending her desk wasn’t half-covered in printouts, old dossiers, and red-circled names.
At the time, Harper had muttered a quick thanks, trying not to sound too eager. But now, alone with the invitation, she felt unease settle over her.
What she wanted—what she really wanted—was to call Evelyn.
To text her a photo of the invite with some snarky caption like “Guess who’s going to the lion’s den?”

To hear Evelyn sigh across the phone and say something cool and clipped like, “Try not to get arrested.”

To ask if she’d heard anything from her side—any whispers, any rumours—about the trouble in the firm here.
But Evelyn wasn’t in Australia. She was in New York, probably drowning in boardroom banter and investor wine, wearing one of those suits that made her look like a weapon. She’d have women falling all over her. Harper had one brief text from her since she left. And that was to say she’d arrived.
No check-ins. No late-night texts. No veiled warnings disguised as jokes. Just a silence where Evelyn used to be.
Harper blew out a breath and leaned back in her chair, letting the ceiling lights blur above her. She didn’t need Evelyn. Or so she told herself. She was beginning to worry about the silence.
She missed her. Something dreadful.
She turned her attention back to the invitation. Trying to think of someone to go with her. Someone who could fit in, who could blend without drawing suspicion. Someone polished enough to pass for a guest in that world, but not so precious they’d balk at slipping Harper a signal if something sketchy started happening behind closed doors.
Her brain ran through the usual suspects—colleagues, acquaintances, friends—but none of them fit. Too loud, too risky, too middleclass.
And then, without meaning to, her mind drifted to Jean.
Jean with the glass-cut cheekbones and cool lawyer polish. Jean, who could walk into a room full of predators and make them purr. Jean, who once called Harper a hurricane and then kissed her so fiercely Harper forgot what she was angry about.
Seven years had passed since they’d last tangled. It had been a brief romance, barely more than a season—a summer of long nights and white wine and an intimacy that always felt one breath away from breaking. Jean had just started making partner at a boutique firm that specialized in corporate law, and Harper had been too curious. Too brash. Too unwilling to pretend the relationship was something neat and manageable.
In the end, they hadn’t so much ended as paused. A phone call unanswered. A text left unread. Jean moved to Canberra for a year. Harper buried herself in work. And by the time either of them could admit they missed the other, they’d moved on.
Still, Harper knew Jean. Knew how her mind worked, how she studied people with the same precision she used in court. She knew Jean would thrive in a place like Liliana Ward’s estate. Smile where Harper glared. Disarm where Harper confronted. She had connections in every major office in Parliament House, and she’d always had an uncanny ability to know which whispers were worth listening to.
Harper opened her phone and stared at Jean’s contact. It was still there, tucked between Jane (Editor) and John (Source–electricity scandal) .
She hesitated. For reasons that had nothing to do with the party.
She didn’t like owing people. Especially not ex-flames with perfect posture and an even better poker face. But Harper needed access. And Jean—well, she liked a little chaos now and then. Harper could be her chaos for one night.
She hit call.
Jean answered on the third ring. Her voice was warm, amused. “You’re either drunk or desperate.”
“Why not both?” Harper replied.
A pause. “Tell me.”
“I need a plus-one to a private birthday party. Liliana Ward’s. A minister will be there that I’m doing a story on. I need someone who can fake small talk and look expensive.”
Jean’s chuckle was low and familiar. “You need me to play nice with the elite while you lurk in corners with a notepad. You could’ve led with that.”
Harper smiled despite herself. “You’ll come?”
“I’ll come. But you’re buying me a drink afterward.”
“It’s an open bar.”
“I meant after. ” A beat. “Besides, it’s been a while since I saw you in a dress.”
Harper’s smile faded into something softer. “Seven years.”
“Don’t sound so surprised. I remember.”
Jean showed up twenty minutes early, which annoyed Harper. She had to rush her make-up.
She heard the low purr of the engine before she looked out the window. It was a sleek Maserati polished to a mirror sheen. The car was extravagant, dramatic, and smooth as hell—just like the woman behind the wheel.
Harper stepped out of her building, adjusting the neckline of her dress for the fifth time. She’d gone with black—simple, backless, clean lines. Just elegant enough to pass. Jean, of course, looked like she’d stepped out of a fashion blog.
Jean leaned over to push the passenger door open, her smile feline. “You clean up well.”
“You drive a Maserati now?”
Jean shrugged. “Clients like it. Makes them feel like their money’s doing something important.”
Harper slid in, resisting the urge to smooth her skirt again. The interior was all leather and expensive stitching, the scent of Jean’s perfume coiling in the air—something floral, but a little too cloying for her. Evelyn’s scent came to mind, delicate, subtle.
“Are you nervous?” Jean asked as she pulled onto the road.
“No,” Harper lied. “Just mentally preparing for how many people I’m going to want to annoy.”
“Mm. You haven’t changed.”
The Ward residence was hidden behind a curtain of dense olive trees and a high stone wall draped in flowering vines. A discreet plaque—Montrice —marked the entrance. As the gates opened, Harper saw a sprawling, three-level estate carved into the hilltop like it had been grown there rather than built.
The driveway was long and curved, flanked by tall lanterns that flickered like fireflies in the early night. The mansion itself was Mediterranean in style—stucco walls the colour of warm sand, red-tiled roof, wide balconies supported by marble columns.
As the car rolled to a smooth stop, Harper took a slow breath.
It wasn’t just a house. It was a statement. The kind of place designed to impress.
A valet in a midnight suit opened her door with a practiced bow. “Good evening, Ms. Price. Ms. de Villiers.”
Eyebrows raised, Harper glanced at Jean. “He knows you?”
Jean didn’t miss a beat. “I have history here.”
Inside, a wide foyer spilled into a grand hallway lined with tall mirrors, and subtle uplighting cast shadows along the polished limestone floor. An enormous orchid arrangement stood at the centre, its petals pale as bone and curling like fingers. The scent of white florals and distant saltwater lingered in the air, layered beneath something more elusive—money, power, secrets.
The party had already begun.
It wasn’t crowded, not in the way most parties were. Roughly a hundred and fifty guests: women in elegant gowns; men in tuxedos and bespoke suits, some with no ties, collars open. The jewellery didn’t sparkle—it gleamed. Watches cost more than Harper’s car.
Waiters moved soundlessly in black, offering trays of fine champagne. There were no name tags, no introductions. If you were here, you were expected to already know everyone.
Harper felt the buzz beneath it all—the low thrum of deals half-whispered, alliances being reinforced through cheek kisses. The music—a quartet playing a slow piece—hovered over them like perfume.
Jean handed Harper a glass of champagne and leaned in. “Still want to annoy everyone?”
“Yes,” Harper muttered. “But now I want to do it wearing diamond earrings.”
Jean laughed, and heads turned. Of course they did. She looked like she belonged on the cover of a magazine.
Liliana Ward made her entrance from the upper floor, down the winding staircase.
She was dressed in midnight blue silk that clung to her curves. Her black hair was swept into an immaculate chignon, and her diamond necklace was so delicate it looked like frost strung along her collarbone. She didn’t walk—she glided, pausing only to press her hand to a shoulder here, kiss a cheek there.
Harper had only seen her once before, at a press briefing years ago. But in person, the woman radiated control. She wasn’t loud. She didn’t need to be.
“She’s shorter than I imagined,” Harper murmured.
Jean tilted her head. “She makes it up with personality. We have a history.”
Harper raised her eyebrows. “You have been dipping your toe in high places?” She snickered. “Or should I say fingers.”
Jean laughed. “I’ll introduce you to her later.”
They watched as Liliana descended the staircase, stopping at the foot to embrace a man in a navy suit with subtle pinstripes and a blue-and-gold lapel pin. Minister Langley. His wife, Vivienne was dressed with elegance, her hair was immaculately styled, her makeup perfect, and she was dripping with jewellery.
“There’s your man,” Jean said, nodding toward him.
Harper followed her gaze, eyes narrowing. The minister looked relaxed, his tie loosened, and a drink in his hand. He was talking to three people; two she recognized from an acquisition document she’d reviewed last week from the whistleblower. Contractors with ties to Voss Nexus, and a woman she knew nothing about.
“Let’s not rush,” Harper said. “I want to see who else talks to him first.”
She let her gaze drift again, picking apart the clusters, listening to scraps of conversation as they floated by—infrastructure rollouts, climate funding, sustainable housing. All the right buzzwords in political circles.
“This whole thing,” Harper muttered, “is a political party.”
Jean clinked her glass gently against Harper’s. “Let’s circulate.”
She caught sight of a few people she knew, but no one she wanted to talk to. Then in the corner, shaking hands with a foreign trade delegate was Colin Drew. Harper took a sip of champagne and watched him over the top of her glass.
Jean must’ve felt the shift in her body because she looked up, following Harper’s gaze.
“Friend of yours?”
“Far from it,” Harper said. “That’s Colin Drew. An officer of Voss Nexus.”
Jean’s brows lifted slightly. “What do you think he’s doing here tonight?”
“Probably networking,” Harper said. “He’s the contract man for Voss.”
She watched him walk over and join the group around Langley. The Minister shook his hand and he fitted in between Langley and his wife. Harper wished she could get closer to listen but knew that was impossible. Both Langley and Drew would recognize her immediately.
Then she heard Jean say, “I wonder if Evelyn Voss is here. I’d love to meet her. They say she’s a stunner.”
Harper felt a stab of jealousy. “She’s cold,” she snapped.
Jean chuckled. “I like warming up the frosty ones.” Then leaned in without breaking her smile. “We should move.”
Harper nodded and turned away, fingers curling tighter around her glass.
They moved to a smaller room, where warm lamplight softened the edges of polished wood and velvet upholstery, casting a golden glow over the guests talking quietly. Bottles of wine dotted the tables, and the air was rich with the scent of perfume. Their hostess was talking to a woman with her back to them by the fireplace. They had their heads bowed together, in an intimate conversation.
“Come on,” said Jean, nudging her arm. “I’ll introduce you to Liliana.”
She looked up when they approached and smiled at Jean. “Jean. How lovely to see you.”
The woman with her turned around and Harper drew in a sharp breath.
It was Evelyn.



 Chapter Twenty 

E  velyn stared at Harper.
What the hell was she doing here?
Evelyn’s gaze shifted to the woman beside Harper. Tall. Elegant. The kind of confidence you couldn’t fake.
A wave of unwanted jealousy flushed through her. She ruthlessly crushed it down. She didn’t do jealousy.
Five days. She’d only been gone five bloody days. She’d pushed through jet lag, placated share-holders, dragged herself through boardroom meeting on little sleep, to make it back. And here was Harper swanning around at one of the Liliana Ward parties. Christ, you had to be on the who’s who list in Sydney, or at least a minister to get an invite. Liliana was a powerhouse behind the political scene in the country. She wielded influence like a sharp sword.
Liliana’s voice buzzed in the background, words barely registering as she made introductions.
Evelyn nodded briefly to Jean, then said. "How are you, Harper.”
"You know each other?" Liliana asked, her eyes flicking between Evelyn and Harper with curiosity.
Evelyn brushed a piece of lint off her jacket. "Harper’s a journalist. She’s been investigating Voss Nexus for the past few weeks."
Liliana’s perfectly shaped brows arched. "Investigating you? That sounds… dramatic."
"Only mildly adversarial," Evelyn replied casually, her gaze lingering on Harper. "It’s all very professional."
Jean let out a low laugh. "That must make for interesting conversations."
"You’d be surprised," Harper said dryly.
Liliana’s eyes lit with intrigue. "I do love a bit of tension. What exactly are you looking into, Harper?"
Harper swirled the champagne in her glass, aware Evelyn was eyeing her closely. She grinned. “You’ll have to wait until the article comes out. My lips are sealed.”
Liliana smiled back. “Now you have me intrigued. I shall be waiting with bated breath.”
“Me too,” Evelyn drawled.
Jean looked at Evelyn with a gleam in her eye. “When Harper gets her teeth into a story, she’s like a dog with a bone. So beware, Evelyn. She does have a bite.”
Evelyn raised an eyebrow at her; the woman was beginning to fucking annoy her. "I never worry about who’s nipping at my heels, Jean. I’ve better things to do. A corporation to run.”
Jean lifted her champagne glass, took a slow sip, while she assessed Evelyn with a look that was anything but casual. "A woman after my own heart. I’d like to hear about your company one day. It sounds fascinating.”
“I can assure you it’s not. Especially when you have shareholders to satisfy.”
“I bet you’re well qualified to… satisfy them,” purred Jean.
“And what do you do?” Evelyn asked, though she needn’t have asked. She’d picked her straightaway. A lawyer. She’d sat across from so many on meeting tables over the years that she could smell them. She avoided them in the bedroom—too clinical, too bossy. And she didn’t relinquish power—ever. Then remembering Harper, she amended that to nearly ever.
“I’m a lawyer. Corporate law. Give me a call sometime if you’re in need of anything.”
“How do you know Harper,” Evelyn asked, trying to keep her tone agreeable. It was an effort. What on earth was Harper doing with a woman like this?
Jean put a hand on Harper’s arm. “We go back a long way, don’t we, babe?”
Evelyn seethed, opened her mouth to give her one of her cutting set-downs when Harper interrupted, “Which way to the powder room, Liliana?” Then twitched an eye at Evelyn.
For a second, she didn’t know what Harper was doing, then twigged. “I need to go as well, Harper. I’ll show you the way.” She smiled at Liliana. “If you would excuse us.”
Liliana gave a light laugh. “It will give me a chance to catch up with Jean. We, too, have history.”
Evelyn strode off to the back of the house with Harper trailing behind her.
Inside the powder room, the lighting was soft and flattering, the air scented with rosewater and something expensive. It was empty.
After Harper shut the door, Evelyn hissed. “What are you doing here?”
Harper put her hands on her hips. “Hello to you too, Evelyn. And I might ask you the same thing. I don’t hear from you for five days and then I find you closeted in the room with that femme fatale, Liliana.”
Evelyn frowned. “You seriously can’t be jealous of her.”
Harper snorted. “I wasn’t jealous. I was wondering.”
“Liliana is a major shareholder of Voss Nexus. This is business. I came here straight from the airport, and as soon as I stay the required length of time, I’m going home.” She narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing with that woman?”
“There’s no need for you to be jealous, she’s doing me a favour.” Harper moved closer, animated now. “The boss gave me this invitation and I had to have a plus one.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Langley’s here and…Colin Drew. And they’re mighty pally.”
Evelyn stared at her incredulously. “You came here to spy for your article?”
“Shush. Keep your voice down. Of course I’m here for that. I wouldn’t be seen dead at a party like this. Most of them are pompous asses.”
Evelyn just shook her head. “You’re going to get yourself hurt one day, or thrown in jail.”
Harper shrugged. “Whatever. Now, you have some explaining to do. I haven’t heard a word from you in five days. Don’t you text?”
“No. I was busy. It seemed rather pointless if I was away less than a week.”
Harper eyed her curiously. “You’ve never been in a long-term relationship? What are you? Forty?”
“Forty-three. No, I’ve never had the time for one.” She gave a sly grin. “But I’m hardly a nun.”
Harper reached up and stroked one finger down the side of her face. “I know that, love, but, just for your information, a relationship requires a different set of rules. And you don’t have to be worried about Jean. That was over a long time ago and it was never serious.”
Evelyn processed the word love that had rolled off Harpers’ tongue like a caress, and felt a pleasant wave of an emotion she couldn’t put a name to. She nodded slowly. “Good. Because I don’t share.”
Harper’s breath hitched. “Nor do I.”
Evelyn moved until they were nearly touching, “You look incredible, by the way.”
Harper smiled, just a little. “Took you long enough to say it.”
Evelyn didn’t let herself think. She slipped her hand to the side of Harper’s neck, fingers threading into her hair.
Harper gasped—and then they were kissing.
It was the kind of kiss born from too many nights apart and too many words unsaid. Desperate, and full of everything they couldn’t admit, even to themselves.
Harper pulled her closer with a low sound in her throat, like frustration and relief all tangled together. Evelyn broke the kiss first, but only just, their foreheads still touching.
“I’m glad I’m back,” Evelyn murmured. “It was lonely without you. I was in my New York apartment and all I could think about was you.”
“Me to,” Harper said, her voice a little breathless.
They lingered for a moment, letting the silence wrap around them. Then Evelyn stepped back, smoothing her dress, pulling herself together.
“Come on,” she said quietly. “Let’s go before someone starts wondering why we’ve been gone so long.”
Harper opened the door, and they stepped out into the hallway. The music had shifted to something softer, romantic. As they crossed the polished floor, Evelyn kept her posture upright, her face unreadable.
Harper glanced toward the far corner of the room and caught sight of Colin Drew. He was watching them—leaning casually against a drinks table, a glass in his hand.
Harper nudged Evelyn lightly with her elbow. "Colin’s clocked us."
Evelyn didn’t even glance over. "I know.”
They reached the edge of the small room where Jean and Liliana were still talking. When they entered, Jean gave Harper a curious look—just a flicker—but said nothing. Evelyn had already smoothed her expression back into something neutral. Remote. Unbothered.
But her hand, just for a second, brushed the small of Harper’s back before falling away.

W  hen Evelyn left them to go home, feigning jetlag, Harper missed her as soon as she disappeared.
Harper and Jean moved on, drifting between clusters of guests. Jeans introduced her to many people, and they had laughs, but Harper acutely missed Evelyn’s presence at her side.
Eventually, she leaned over to Jean and murmured, “I think I’ve had enough schmoozing for one night. Want to head out?”
Jean smiled. “Of course. I was starting to get bored of pretending to like everyone.”
They said brief goodbyes and slipped out the front door into the cool night air. The Maserati purred as it pulled away from the estate, and the quiet tension inside the car was different than before.
When they reached Harper’s apartment, Jean shifted in her seat to face her.
“I had fun with you tonight,” she said, her voice low. “You always knew how to keep things interesting.”
Harper gave her a faint smile. “You looked like you were enjoying yourself.”
Jean’s eyes searched hers. “You know … we were good together. Not perfect. But good. Maybe we could try again. You’re still single, I’m still mostly sane. We could make it work this time.”
Harper’s smile faltered. “Jean…”
“Come on,” Jean said gently, resting a hand on her knee. “Just one date. See where it goes.”
Harper hesitated, then shook her head. “You know I’m in the middle of a storm right now. And… I’m not exactly available.”
Jean leaned back slightly, eyes narrowing just a fraction. “Right. The ice queen.”
Harper stiffened. “Don’t call her that.”
Jean sighed, her tone turning cooler. “Evelyn Voss is a cold fish. She’ll chew you up and spit you out the moment you want more than just sex and secrets. You deserve someone who doesn’t look at vulnerability like it’s a weakness.”
Harper didn’t answer.
Jean leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. “Can I come in for a nightcap?”
She gave a small, apologetic smile. “Not tonight, Jean.”
Jean watched her for a moment, then nodded. “Some other time, maybe.”
Harper opened the door and stepped out into the night, the warmth of the car lingering on her skin. She didn’t look back until she was at the building door, and by then, the Maserati was already gone.
She ran upstairs to her apartment and had a quick shower. After putting on something comfortable, she waited.
Fifteen minutes later, there was a knock.
She opened it without hesitation.
Evelyn stood in the hallway, hair slightly windblown, eyes dark and unreadable.
Harper reached for her without a word. One step, then two, and Evelyn was in her arms, the door swinging shut behind them.
Their mouths found each other in a searing kiss—all heat and hunger. Evelyn’s hands buried into Harper’s hair, and Harper pulled her in with a needy gasp, the feel of Evelyn’s body against hers erasing everything else.
They kissed like they were making up for lost time, for every unspoken word and missed night. Harper’s back hit the wall and she didn’t care, didn’t flinch. Evelyn’s coat fell to the floor. Fingers tangled in fabric and slipped under clothing. Mouths moved from lips to jawlines to collarbones.
Harper was dizzy with it. Evelyn held her like she needed her, like she hadn’t spent five days pretending otherwise.
“I missed you,” Harper breathed out, lips brushing against Evelyn’s neck.
Evelyn didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.
Their bodies pressed together in the hallway, urgent and uncoordinated, until Harper broke the kiss just long enough to whisper, “Come to bed.”
Evelyn’s eyes locked on hers, dark with desire. “Lead the way.”
Harper’s fingers found Evelyn’s again and again, brushing along her wrist, her waist, her back, as they made their way to the bedroom. Every light they passed seemed too bright, too sharp for the quiet heat building between them.
Once inside, Harper flicked on the bed lamp, casting a soft glow across the sheets. She turned to find Evelyn watching her—intensely, like she was trying to commit every detail to memory.
“Dear God, I missed you,” Harper whispered, stepping into her space.
Their mouths met again, slower this time but no less desperate. Hands roamed with purpose. Buttons slid open. Clothing fell to the floor in quiet rustles. They undressed each other without ceremony, like peeling off the last remnants of restraint.
Evelyn guided Harper down onto the bed, her hands trailing over her skin. The softness. The heat. The power beneath it.
The air between them buzzed. Their bodies met and moved in sync. Gasps, sighs, whispered names. Evelyn’s fingers curled against Harper’s back as Harper pressed kisses to her shoulder, her neck, her collarbone.
They lost themselves in each other, and when they finally lay still, spent, Harper reached out and laced their fingers together.
Neither of them said a word. The silence between them was enough.



 Chapter Twenty-One 

H  arper woke to the quiet hush of morning and the rhythmic pulse of Evelyn’s breathing beside her. The light in the room had changed, now less golden, more grey-blue as it filtered through the slats of her blinds. She lay there; the unease heavy in her chest.
She was in trouble. Big trouble.
Evelyn lay with one arm draped across her waist, her dark lashes a stark contrast to the smooth porcelain of her skin, her lips parted slightly in sleep. Vulnerable. Beautiful. Harper couldn’t stop staring.
The problem wasn’t Evelyn in her bed. The problem was how badly Harper didn’t want her to leave it.
Everything had shifted. Evelyn had slid past her defences and she couldn’t go back. Harper had been so sure she could keep this casual. All about sex and fun. A respite from work.
But now⁠—
Now she didn’t want Evelyn to go back to her cold office and her clipped emails. She didn’t want to pretend last night hadn’t meant something.
She reached up slowly, brushing a strand of hair away from Evelyn’s cheek. Her fingers lingered longer than they should have. She didn’t stir, but Harper’s chest clenched with the ache of knowing this wasn’t sustainable.
She was falling.
And Evelyn Voss—cold, complicated, untouchable Evelyn Voss—was the worst possible person to fall for.
She closed her eyes, trying to think of a way out. She still had a job to do. The scoop of her career. There were still contracts to uncover, suspects to interview, corruption to trace.
And Evelyn was at the centre.
"God help me," Harper whispered to the ceiling. "I think I’m screwed."
She didn’t move. Stayed right where she was, letting herself pretend—for just a little longer—that this was simple. That it was allowed. That the world outside her bedroom didn’t exist.
Eventually, she slid out of bed, careful not to wake Evelyn. She padded into the kitchen, still barefoot, and pulled on the jumper from the back of a chair.
She made coffee. Scrambled eggs. Toasted sourdough. It was the kind of domestic ritual that should’ve felt comforting. Instead, it made her stomach twist.
By the time Evelyn padded in, dressed again in yesterday’s blouse and a neutral expression, Harper had already set out two mugs and plates on the counter.
“Breakfast,” Harper offered, trying to sound casual. “That is, if you eat things that aren’t espresso.”
Evelyn gave her a faint smile and sat, took a sip of coffee, and for a few minutes, they were quiet. Eating. Pretending this wasn’t going to come apart as soon as they stepped outside.
Afterward, Evelyn wiped her mouth with the serviette, pushed back her chair, and stood.
“I have to get to the office,” she said.
Harper nodded. “Of course.”
Evelyn hesitated. Just for a second. Like she might say something more. But in the end, she didn’t. She picked up her jacket, slung it over her arm, and walked to the door.
“Thanks for breakfast,” she said softly, pausing with her hand on the handle.
Harper nodded again, this time without looking up.
And then she was gone.
Harper sat in the silence, staring at the two dirty plates. Still warm. Still smelling like something close to domesticity.
She didn’t move.
The ache was back in her chest.
This was starting to hurt.
She cleared the plates and rinsed them half-heartedly before abandoning them in the sink. The apartment felt too quiet now, like the absence of Evelyn had left some kind of vacuum.
Harper retreated to her desk in the corner of the room to immerse herself in work. She flipped open her laptop, pulled up her notes and settled down to read the whistle-blower’s documents.
The contracts. The trail of approvals. Every sign-off had to have two signatures.
Lucinda More and Gregory Lane.
Everything passed through them: acquisitions, invoices, shipments, were cleared by them. The were the final level of authorisation.
If something illegal had been happening—if funds were being siphoned off or shipments rerouted—it had to go through both of them.
She tapped her pen against her lips.
Lucinda was careful, good at her job. Harper had a hard time imagining her slipping up.
Gregory, on the other hand, was a bully. The kind of man who believed rules weren’t made for him.
They hated each other, so a partnership was unlikely.
But what if they weren’t in on it?
What if they were being manipulated by a third party?
It hit her then—clearer than anything else had in weeks.
Blackmail.
It was feasible. Someone could be using leverage to force their compliance. A secret. A scandal. Something that could ruin them.
It would explain the hesitation she’d seen in Lucinda’s eyes. The defensiveness in Lane’s posture. The way both had danced around questions with just enough professionalism to mask discomfort.
Harper’s fingers flew across the keyboard. She needed to dig deeper—not into the contracts themselves, but into the people behind them.
Because someone was pulling the strings. And she was going to find out who.
She leaned back, studying her notes and the asides she had scribbled.
She looked into Lucinda More first. Harper remembered something from their interview—an offhand comment Lucinda had made about her sister. That she had a rare form of bone cancer.

"We manage," Lucinda had said, smiling too quickly. It had been clear she must be having a hard time making ends meet. But on her executive salary, Lucinda should be doing more than just managing.
She opened a secondary file she’d pulled from Voss Nexus’s HR records—addresses, emergency contacts, public property filings. It wasn’t exactly legal to have it still saved, but Harper justified it as research. Lucinda’s home address wasn’t far.
Harper stood, grabbed her coat, and shut her laptop.
She didn’t know exactly what she was looking for, but she trusted her instincts. Something about Lucinda’s answers had felt too curated, too easy to please.
Sometimes the truth wasn’t in the files. Sometimes you had to go out and feel the air around a person’s life.
Ten minutes later, the address came up on her GPS.
When she pulled up outside Lucinda’s townhouse, Harper turned off the engine and sat for a moment, taking in the view. The house was modest, but tidy—two storeys, white-painted brick with a navy-blue front door and a small, well-kept garden framed by rose bushes just starting to bloom. The windows were clean, but the curtains drawn. A second-hand sedan sat in the driveway, its bumper slightly dented, a child's school sticker fading on the rear window.
It wasn’t the home of someone spending beyond their means, but she would have expected someone on Lucinda’s salary to be living more comfortably. Unless something was eating away at her earnings. Something expensive. Like a sister's medical care.
Harper stepped out of the car and zipped up her coat. The air was crisp, the sky overcast, but still light enough to study the details. It looked... lived in. Normal.
She crossed the street slowly, letting her eyes roam, letting her gut do the work.
Something about this place felt like it was hiding something—if not inside the house, then inside the woman who called it home.
Ignoring her nerves, she walked up to the front door. She knocked twice, sharp and confident, then waited. A moment later, the door creaked open, and a woman in her late thirties stood there, wearing jeans and a cardigan, her hair pulled back in a practical ponytail.
"Yes?"
Harper hesitated. "Hi, I’m with an independent consulting agency. I was hoping to speak with Lucinda More, if she’s available."
The woman gave her a cautious look. "Lucinda’s at work. I’m her sister’s carer."
Harper blinked, caught slightly off guard by the straightforward answer.
In the hallway behind the woman, Harper caught a glimpse of a wheelchair and the edge of a mobility ramp leading into the main room. The air inside the home smelled of lavender and antiseptic.
The woman noticed her glance. "She’s resting now. It’s her treatment week. If you need to leave a message, I can pass it on."
"No, that’s all right," Harper said quickly, backing off with a polite smile. "Thank you for your time."
She walked back to her car, and sat for a while to think.
Lucinda wasn’t siphoning millions into her bank account. She was supporting a household, paying for a carer, keeping her job afloat and her sister alive. Harper could see it clearly now.
She slipped behind the wheel, started the engine, and exhaled long and slow.
Lucinda More wasn’t the thief. If anything, she was to be admired.
Which meant all signs now pointed to Lane.
But first, she had to figure out what they had over Lucinda. It was clearly a case of blackmail—nothing else made sense. The signs were there. Lucinda wasn’t complicit, she was being used.
Turn a blind eye. Sign off. Keep your job, your salary to keep your sister cared for at home.
And someone at Voss Nexus—or someone tied to it—had made it clear. Do what you're told, or lose everything. Now to prove it, she had to find the incriminating evidence against Lucinda. The thought left a bad taste in her mouth. She hated this part of the job—the part where a good person got caught in a bad system. If she could find what it was, maybe Lucinda would talk. Maybe she’d help take the perps down.
This kind of fraud was big bickies. No one could do it alone and someone with power had to be organizing the disposal of the assets.
She combed through the documents that the whistleblower had sent her, and studied the financial.
Then it struck her. It probably wasn’t anything to do with the grand theft. It could have been a mistake Lucinda made and covered up. A mistake that would have cost the company a lot of money, and Lucinda her job.
Then she remembered that missing shipment five years ago. Harper dived back into the paperwork and started examining the documentation. Now she knew what she was looking for, it was only a matter of pairing the authorization form to a delivery sign-off. An hour later she found the discrepancy. Three crates of surveillance equipment, miniature sensors and robotic cameras, worth over four million dollars, were authorized by Lucinda but were never delivered. Somewhere in transit they disappeared.
A month before the yearly audit, Lucinda signed a delivery form, but according to the tech engineer’s email, they never received them. They were reordered, and Lucinda marked the lost equipment down as faulty material.
Harper felt sorry for the woman. Instead of informing head office of the loss, she hadn’t wanted to lose her job and the means to help her sister, so she panicked.
The crates were probably sitting in a warehouse somewhere gathering dust.
Harper put the documents into a folder. Tomorrow, she’d lock them in the safe in the press building.
This story was big—it paid to be cautious.



 Chapter Twenty-Two 

T  wo days later, Evelyn left Harper’s apartment building at six-thirty in the morning.
As she drove through the streets already bustling with traffic, she knew she was in trouble. This wasn’t just a fling anymore, or an affair, or whatever they wanted to call it.
It was becoming something else. Had become something else. And she didn't know how to stop it. She never lingered after breakfast, but this morning, she'd wanted to. Something about just the act of sharing the meal seemed so…domesticated. So… nice. Evelyn chuckled at that thought. Nice had never been in her vocabulary. Until now.
Christ, she was getting soft.
The sex had been slow, intense, different last night. It hadn’t felt like something casual. It hadn’t felt like anything she could walk away from without leaving a piece of herself behind.
She didn’t do feelings. Or complications. And Harper was the embodiment of both. Complicated. Messy. Brilliant. Fierce in her convictions. Infuriatingly persistent. And yet, Evelyn couldn’t stop thinking about her.
Where could this possibly go? Harper was investigating her company. If this ever became public, the scandal would write itself. Her mother would be horrified—dating a journalist, and not just any journalist, but the one digging into Voss Nexus.
It was reckless. And deeply unwise.
But none of that mattered when Harper looked at her the way she did. When she laughed with her whole body. When she touched her like she meant it.
Evelyn was already too far in.
The morning began with a report on her desk—quietly delivered by Rae, who looked more solemn than usual. Evelyn had just finished her first espresso, delivered from the coffee shop next door, her mind already preoccupied with the backlog from her week in New York. She hadn’t expected anything more than the usual updates. But the look on Rae’s face was enough to make her sit up.
"This just came in," Rae said, her voice low.
When Evelyn read the first line, her breath caught. By the third paragraph, her fingers had curled into fists.
Sexual harassment allegations. Dozens of inappropriate remarks. Lewd comments. Unwanted touches. A culture of fear in Lane’s department. Some women had left. Others stayed quiet. A few tried to speak—and had been buried by HR paperwork.
It wasn’t just negligence. It was cover-up.
"How long has this been going on?" Evelyn asked, worried.
"Years," Rae replied, laying a second folder beside her. "I found a few flagged memos in the archived internal comms. HR buried them. Most settlements were handled through outside legal consultants, then sealed."
Evelyn flipped through the second file. Names she didn’t recognise. Memos stamped confidential. Not a single escalation to senior leadership.
Her hand curled around her pen, knuckles whitening. "Why didn’t anyone bring this to the top?"
Rae gave a knowing look. "They never had to. Whoever managed Lane made sure of it."
Evelyn stood abruptly. Her pulse was racing, not from panic but cold fury. She walked to the window, grounding herself in the sight of the skyline. "Set up interviews. Without fuss. Just his staff—past and present. Don’t go through HR. I want to hear it from their mouths. One at a time. In person."
"How do you want it handled?"
Evelyn kept her emotions in check. "Quietly. No one knows but us. Not until I decide."
The rest of the day unfurled like a slow burn. Rae had booked the interviews in quick succession, ensuring no overlap and using plausible pretexts to summon each employee upstairs. A minor departmental audit. A financial update request. A leadership debrief. Evelyn kept the door shut tight and the blinds down.
One by one, they came.
The junior staff were the first—young, hesitant, eyes darting, bodies stiff with fear and habit. Most of them had never spoken directly with the CEO. Evelyn softened her tone, offering them coffee, asking casual questions about their workloads, their department culture. Only then did she drop in the question.
"And Mr. Lane? How did you find working under him?"
The answers varied. Some said he was gruff. Others said he was demanding. One woman paused and gave a tight smile. "He was always nice to me—too nice, you know? The kind that makes you want to shrink in your seat."
Another, a quiet intern in IT, said nothing at all until her hands began trembling. She didn’t cry. Just whispered, "Please don’t tell him I spoke to you."
By mid-afternoon, Evelyn’s jaw ached from clenching her teeth. Rage was a low hum in her chest, constant, insistent. The fact that Lane had been allowed to thrive in this culture for so long wasn’t just a personal failure—it was institutional decay.
The next day, she picked up where she left off. She’d had Rae move her meetings. The board could wait. The shareholders could wait. This couldn’t.
She interviewed Isla next. She had been one of his financial assistants and had left the company a year ago. Rae had persuaded her to come in, and from all accounts, was very willing to do so.
Evelyn studied the woman across from her, who sat unimpressed and unflinching. She was in her thirties, hair cur into a short bob and had a tattoo of a dragon running up her left arm. She looked like she wouldn’t take sexual harassment without a protest.
"You were Mr. Lane’s finance assistant for two years," Evelyn said.
"I was." There was steel in her voice, a note of dry defiance.
"Did he ever cross a line?"
Isla laughed. Not cruelly. Just the laugh of a woman who’d seen too much. "Daily. You want the list alphabetically or chronologically?"
Evelyn blinked. "Go on."
And Isla did. She painted a picture of entitlement, of veiled threats, of inappropriate gestures passed off as jokes. When she tried to push back? She was offered a severance. When she declined? They transferred her out of the office.
Evelyn folded her hands. "Would you be willing to put that on the record?"
"Now I would," Isla said. "Back then, I thought no one would believe me."
"They will now."
Evelyn walked Isla out personally, offering a quiet thank you. When she turned, Rae was waiting with a fresh folder.
"You’re going to want to see this. I found HR’s old internal documentation from 2021. A former admin assistant logged multiple complaints. The notes were hand-signed by the former CEO, Charles Dyson. Then crossed out in red pen. The file was buried."
Evelyn stiffened. "Get me that file,” she growled. “If that bastard, Charles Dyson hadn’t died of a heart attack, I’d kill him myself.” She rubbed her forehead—a sick headache was beginning to bury into her skull. “Who’s next.”
"Only one left. His personal assistant, Jolene. I left her till last.”
Evelyn took two painkillers from the drawer in the desk, and washed them down with the last of her third cup of coffee. “Bring her in.”
Jolene was calm, collected, and unreadable when she took the seat opposite.
Evelyn smiled at her. "How long have you worked with Gregory Lane, Jolene?"
"Five years."
"And in that time, did you ever see behaviour that made you uncomfortable?"
"Not directed at me," Jolene said. "But yes. I saw it. Heard it. I wasn’t blind. I just didn’t know how to stop it. I complained but was ignored, so I did what I could.”
Evelyn frowned. "You tried to protect the others."
"I tried to. Some of those girls were barely out of their teens. All I could do was interrupt him as best I could. Warn them not to be alone with him. But some things… you can’t protect people from."
Evelyn leaned forward. "This matter is undergoing a full investigation, Jolene. Would you be prepared to write a statement, detailing what you know?”
Jolene gave a small nod. "I’ll have it on your desk by tomorrow.” She stood up, hesitated for a moment and then said with fire in her eyes, “I cannot believe this company has let this go on for years. It’s deplorable.”
Evelyn sat up straighter in her chair. “Excuse me?”
“You might very well excuse me, Director Voss, but I’m going to have my say. I have watched a predator prey on women without anyone lifting a finger.”
“Jolene. I appreciate you coming. Rest assured, I will handle this,” Evelyn said firmly.
“I haven’t finished,” Jolene said, not moving. “Why hasn’t Voss Nexus a policy on workplace harassment?”
“We have,” Evelyn said coldly.
“You better check on that, Director. I asked and was fobbed off.”
“By whom?”
“The HR manager, David Weeks.”
Evelyn pressed her lips together. “I’ll look into it.” She softened her expression. “I apologise you were subjected to this. It will be dealt with.”
Jolene nodded. “That’s all I want. If it wasn’t for Harper Price, it would still be going on. We heard she put in a formal complaint. She’s got guts that one.”
The headache embedded in Evelyn’s skull started to throb. “Harper Price is a journalist, I would appreciate if you kept this inhouse until the matter’s resolved.”
Jolene’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction. “It’s a bit late for that, Director. Who do you think leaked those documents to her. I knew she’d investigate him. She has a reputation of uncovering dirt that’s been swept under the carpet for years.”
Evelyn stared at her. “You did it to get rid of Lane?”
“I did. You also have a reputation of fighting for women’s rights.”
“Then why didn’t you come to me directly, Jolene?” Evelyn said testily.
“Because, Director, you were here for six months and hadn’t acted. You needed a push. I will have my statement on your desk tomorrow morning along with my letter of resignation. Thank you for your time,” she said and walked from the room.
Evelyn sat there staring at the door then roared out, “Rae!”

Rae opened the door immediately. “What is it, Evelyn.”
Evelyn rose from her chair, trembling with rage. “Get that fucking David Weeks here at once. I don’t care if he’s in a meeting or with a client, I want him now . Drag him by the fucking ears if you have to, but get him here. Then order his staff to send up all his records—start with the last three years.”
Rae opened her mouth, shut it again, then hurried off.
Five minutes later, Rae came in with the HR manager. Evelyn eyed him sourly. David Weeks was in his mid-thirties, handsome, all polish and posture—tailored suit, perfect hair, the kind of confidence that came from never being told no. She knew the type. Slick, ambitious, and knew how to break rules. He would know how to sidestep complaints with a smile, how to silence people with policy language.
Evelyn pointed to the chair across from her desk. “Sit.”
David sat slowly, feigning nonchalance, but the tension in his shoulders told her otherwise. This man must have gotten wind what was happening in Finance.
She remained standing, her arms crossed tightly. “I want to know, in your own words, why multiple reports of Gregory Lane’s misconduct never made it past your department.”
David cleared his throat. “Director Voss, the cases that were brought to our attention were... managed internally. Most were resolved informally, through voluntary separation agreements and nondisclosure settlements. Nothing ever escalated to a formal complaint beyond that point.”
“Don’t insult my intelligence,” Evelyn said, her voice sharp. “They were formal complaints. Your office just ensured they never reached leadership.”
He spread his hands slightly. “That’s not entirely fair. We acted under instruction from the former CEO⁠—”
Evelyn cut him off. “Charles Dyson is dead. And even if he wasn’t, this would still be a disgrace. What instructions are you referring to, exactly? That all complaints should be buried?”
David’s mouth twisted, trying to walk a tightrope. “There was pressure to protect senior staff. Lane was considered an asset. A…difficult personality, but effective.”
“A difficult personality?” Evelyn echoed, incredulous. “Is that what we’re calling years of predatory behaviour now?”
He looked away. “I followed precedent. I did what I thought was necessary to avoid damaging the company.”
“You didn’t protect the company,” she snapped. “You protected a predator. And you helped create a culture where women were afraid to speak.”
David was silent.
Evelyn leaned across the desk, her voice low and lethal. “You knew what was happening. You signed off on settlements. You silenced victims. You turned this office into a shield for Lane. And then you lied about having a workplace harassment policy.”
“I didn’t lie,” David said quickly. “We had drafts—policies under review⁠—”
“You buried them,” she snapped. “Jolene asked for a copy and was fobbed off. That’s obstruction. It’s negligence. And it’s over.”
David’s face paled. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying gather your things,” Evelyn said flatly. “You’re done here. Effective immediately. Rae will escort you out. Your access to internal systems is revoked.”
“You can’t⁠—”
“I can. And I am. There’s no place for people like you in this company.”
He stood abruptly, the confident exterior cracking. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”
“Let them call,” Evelyn said coldly. “You should’ve hired them years ago—for your victims.”
Rae opened the door without being called. She must have been listening.
“Rae,” Evelyn said calmly. “Please make sure Mr. Weeks is escorted off the premises. No system access. No files. Not even his stapler. Send the chief security guard up here.”
Rae nodded, her expression stony. “With pleasure.”
As the door shut behind them, Evelyn sank into the chair. Now for Gregory Lane. It had to be done before files were destroyed. A discrete knock sounded on the door and she went out to meet the security guard. She looked at him with approval—he was a burly man, with huge biceps and ham fists.
“Come with me,” she ordered, then headed down to the finance department floor.
The room was silent as they strode through, all aware of what was going to happen. A faint hum echoed around the room, sounding their approval.
Jolene was back at her desk, a faint smile playing along her lips. “He’s in a meeting with one of the auditors.”
“Not anymore,” Evelyn said, brushing past.
She pushed open the door without knocking. Lane looked up from his desk, startled.
“Out,” Evelyn said curtly to the auditor, who blinked and quickly gathered his things.
When the door closed behind him, Evelyn walked to the centre of the room and stood, arms folded. Lane opened his mouth, but she cut him off before he could speak.
“I’ve spent the past forty-eight hours reviewing records, interviewing staff, and uncovering what you’ve built around yourself.” Her voice was calm, precise. “A kingdom of fear and silence. Of abuse wrapped in paperwork and legal spin. That ends now.”
Lane’s expression hardened. “You’re making a mistake.”
“No, Lane. You made the mistake. You thought you were untouchable. You thought hiding behind HR procedures and NDAs would protect you forever.”
“I brought billions into this company. You think the board’s going to back you over me?”
“They won’t back you; I intend to lay criminal charges against you. Systemic sexual abuse. You’d better pray there isn’t something more serious to unearth.” Evelyn’s tone was laden with distain. “Your severance is revoked. Your pension is frozen pending the outcome of an internal investigation, and your employment is terminated effective immediately.”
Lane stood slowly, rage starting to show. “You won’t get away with this.”
“I already have.”
He pointed a finger at her. “This is personal. You’re doing this to save face.”
“No, Lane,” she said coldly. “I’m doing this to clean house. You’re the dirt.”
“Escort Mr. Lane from the building,” Evelyn said to the guard. “Strip his access. He is to take nothing with him. He leaves only with personal items—his phone and computer are to remain here.”
The guard nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
Evelyn waited while Lane put his personal belongings in a box and then he was gone.
She stood alone in the silence of his office. The air felt clearer already.
On her way out, she stopped at Jolene’s desk. “I shall need someone to manage the office until we can sort this out. Are you interested?”
Jolene looked at her in surprise, then nodded. “I am.”
“Good. Move your things into his office. Rae will be down to talk it through with you shortly.
As Evelyn headed out through the room, she was slowly clapped.



 Chapter Twenty-Three 

H  arper arrived at Evelyn’s apartment just after seven, clutching a bottle of shiraz and a bag of pastries from the little French bakery down the street.
Evelyn had texted her late in the afternoon, simply: Dinner? My place. 7.

No hearts. No emojis. Her texting skills hadn’t improved. Just that clipped tone Harper was growing far too attached to.
Her apartment, as always, was immaculate. The scent of garlic and rosemary hung in the air, and Evelyn was already in the kitchen, slicing something. She looked up with a smile when Harper entered.
“You’re early.”
Harper held up the wine. “Bribery.”
Evelyn took it without comment, nodded toward the bench. “Pour us a glass. Dinner’s nearly done.”
They ate at the long marble island, perched on high stools—Evelyn had surprised her by cooking a roasted chicken dinner.
It wasn’t until they’d finished eating, plates cleared away and the last of the wine poured, that Evelyn finally spoke.
“I fired David Weeks today.”
Harper blinked. “The HR guy?”
Evelyn curled her lip in distaste. “He buried the harassment complaints. He and Charles Dyson. They fabricated the records.”
Harper stared at her, waiting for the rest. Evelyn’s expression didn’t shift. “I gave him five minutes to pack his things. Security walked him out.”
“Good for you.” Harper said. “And Lane?”
“Gone,” Evelyn said. “Pension frozen. Legal informed. Files secured. He won’t be stepping foot in Voss Nexus again.”
Harper studied her. Evelyn kept her emotions so tightly bound it was no wonder people thought she was cold as ice.
“Did he go peacefully?
“In the end,” said Evelyn. “I should’ve done it sooner.” She paused for a moment then added, “It was Jolene, Lane’s personal assistant.”
Harper blinked. “What about Jolene?”
“She was the whistleblower. She leaked the documentation to you.”
Harper’s breath caught. “Really. I never considered her. Why?”
“She wanted to get rid of Lane. She knew you’d investigate him and everything would come out in the wash.”
Harper took that in. “Damn. That was clever.”
“I should have investigated the bastard months ago when I heard the rumours.”
Harper reached across the counter, resting her hand over Evelyn’s. “Never mind. You fired him. Jolene needs a medal.”
“She’s the interim finance officer until we advertise.” She put down her glass. “What about we turn in early tonight.”
As she got ready for bed, Harper mulled over what Evelyn had said.
Gregory Lane had been a puppet. She knew it. Someone else had been orchestrating the cover-ups, pulling the strings and manipulating Lane. There were still shadows in the corners of this company, and she intended to shine a light.
And it appeared Charles Dyson—the former CEO— was in on it too.
Had Dyson been used as well?
Harper resolved to find out. And the only way was to visit his home. Wives usually know what their husbands get up to.

D  yson’s widow lived in a quiet tree-lined street tucked into the hills above the city.
The neighbourhood was affluent—stately houses and elegant landscaping.
The Dyson thhouse was a Georgian-style residence with dark blue shutters and a circular drive paved in slate surrounded by colourful gardens. Harper parked her car and walked up to the front door, nerves prickling under her skin. She had no idea what kind of reception she would be given.
She pressed the doorbell button and after a few moments, the door opened.
A woman in her sixties appeared, dressed in a soft blue sweater and cream slacks. She was short, with a motherly face and brown hair cut in a pixie style.
She looked at Harper as though she was expecting someone else. “Yes?”
“I’m sorry to intrude, Mrs Dyson,” Harper began softly, showing the woman her credentials. “My name is Harper Price. I’m a journalist with the Farley Press and was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about your late husband as the CEO of Voss Nexus.”
“I know who you are,” the woman said.
Harper blinked. “You do?”
“You’re investigating Voss Nexus.” She paused for a moment then gestured with her hand. “Better come inside.”
Harper looked around with interest as she walked to the lounge. A house told her a lot about a person. It was well-kept and neat, not lavish but comfortable. Framed photos lined a wall: smiling children, family holidays, wedding photos, a younger Charles Dyson with his arm around a young woman Harper assumed was one of his daughters.
“Take a seat, Harper, and please call me Janet.” She gave a nervous smile, “Now what can I do for you?”
“I won’t keep you long,” Harper said, settling into an armchair. “I just wanted to know… did your husband ever mention concerns about the company? Anything he felt uneasy about?”
“Charles was under a lot of pressure in his last years,” Janet said quietly.
“Oh. Did you know why?” Harper asked.
“As you’re aware, his company was awarded that high-tech surveillance contract from the government.”
“I understand,” Harper murmured, “that working with governments can be stressful, especially with something that is classified.”
Janet nodded. “Exactly. It was a huge project, cutting edge technology, and Charles was under pressure to bring it in on budget.”
“It’s not uncommon for long term projects to have a financial blowout, Janet.”
“I know, but in the last three years the over expenditure had escalated. That’s all I know—he tried to keep work separate from us as much as possible. But this time he was worried. I blame it for causing his heart attack.”
Harper leaned forward slightly. “Did he have problems with any members of his staff?”
Janet hesitated. “I don’t know,” she said finally.
Harper eyed her thoughtfully. The woman definitely knew something. “Gregory Lane was fired yesterday. I imagine he would have added to your husband’s stress.”
A look of relief flittered across the widow’s face. “That’s good news. Charles had to deal with his…um…indiscretions on a weekly basis.”
“Why didn’t he do something about the man?”
“He was under orders to keep him as manager of finance,” replied Janet bitterly.
Harper looked at her curiously. “From head office?”
“I presumed so,” said Janet.
“So, he covered up Lane’s behaviour?”
Janet looked miserable. “Yes.”
Harper mulled this over. If he had told his wife he was worried, then Charles Dyson was not a willing participant in the coverup. “Did your husband keep any documents here?”
Janet gave her an assessing look, then nodded slowly. “There’s a box in the library where he kept some private documents.”
Harper felt a prick of excitement. “Would you be willing to let me look?”
“I think it’s time it was opened.” Janet rose and disappeared out a side door, returning with an archival box, the kind used in museums.
“You may look through it here,” she said, placing it on the coffee table. “Please be careful.”
“Nobody from the office has asked if he kept any documents at home?”
“Only Colin Drew. He was my husband’s friend and helped me sort out his affairs, but at the time I was so upset I didn’t give the box a thought. He took any work-related papers from Charles’ study back to the office.”
Harper opened the lid carefully. Inside were folders, notes, printouts. Names. Numbers. Handwritten annotations in a red scrawl. When she began to read through them, she realized what they were. Purchase orders and sales slips. Equipment that was bought from the government money and then sold privately. It was theft worth millions of dollars.
“Do you know what they are?” Janet whispered.
Harper looked at her in compassion. “They’re proof that someone was stealing from the government and Voss Nexus. If I make this public, your husband’s name will be dragged through the mud.” Harper reached over and touched her hand. “Do you know why Charles didn’t report this?”
She shook her head. “I have no idea. But my husband wasn’t a thief. His salary was generous—we had all the money we ever needed.”
Harper carefully packed the documents into her bag. “Thank you, Janet. This is the evidence I needed to expose these people.”
She gave a sad smile. “Finish what he was afraid to do, Harper.”



 Chapter Twenty-Four 

E  velyn sat at her desk, chewing her lip, as Rae moved through the latest audit report.
The office was quiet—early enough that most of the staff hadn’t arrived yet—but Evelyn preferred it that way. Silence made the deceit easier to hear.
Across from her, Rae looked up. “These aren’t small inconsistencies.”
“I can see that.” Evelyn tapped a finger against the printout, eyes narrowing on a purchase order flagged three times in the last quarter. “Double orders. Inflated quotes. Some of the suppliers aren’t even real.”
Rae leaned back. “It’s been happening for a while. Years, maybe. And it’s well hidden—there’s a pattern, but it shifts every few months. Like someone’s covering their tracks in real time.”
Evelyn exhaled through her nose. “Which means they’re still active. And they’re good.”
They pored over the data for another hour. Rae had compiled a list of vendors with red flags: duplicate invoices, mismatched authorisation codes, orders for equipment that never arrived on site. What made it worse was that each transaction had passed through the proper sign-off channels—Lucinda More in Acquisitions and Lane in Finance.
“Lane was a creep,” Evelyn muttered. “He wasn’t smart enough to set this up.”
Rae nodded. “No. They turned a blind eye to his behaviour in exchange for his cooperation. He was being used.”
“Could Lucinda More be the mastermind? What do you think?”
“She’d have to be controlling the CEO and HR manager to overlook Lane’s behaviour. Seems unlikely unless she had help.”
“The person is having an affair with someone associated with the government,” murmured Evelyn.
Rae looked at her in surprise. “How do you know that?”
Evelyn shrugged, ignoring the question. “I just heard. Dig up everything you know about Lucinda.”
“Okay. I’ll do it today.”
“What about the money? Where does it go once it’s paid out?”
“That’s the thing,” Rae said. “Most of it gets shuffled through two or three holding accounts, all registered to legitimate-sounding shell companies. We’re tracing it, but it’s slow. The trail fades just before we get to any real names.”
Evelyn stood. “Let’s talk to Jolene. She’s been in that office longer than anyone. If someone has a clue where the funds might be going, or how they’re moved, it’s her.”
They took the lift to the floor below. Jolene’s new desk, freshly relocated to the glass-walled corner office Lane had once occupied, was already organised—files stacked neatly, the computer humming, and a steaming cup of tea beside her keyboard.
She looked up as they entered. “Director. Rae.”
Evelyn sat without preamble. “We’re finding discrepancies in supplier payments. Shell companies. Double billing. I believe someone is funnelling money out of the company using procurement contracts. I need to know who set up those vendors, and if Lane ever mentioned where the orders originated.”
Jolene folded her hands. “I saw names come across my desk—always with the same codes, always needing urgent sign-off. Lane said they were part of a government partnership and that delays weren’t acceptable. I never questioned it directly.”
“Did you ever see documentation of bank transfers, supplier agreements?” Rae asked.
Jolene nodded slowly. “Lane kept hard copies of everything in a locked drawer. After he was escorted out, I found the key.”
She stood and went to a cabinet in the corner, unlocking it and pulling out a slim black folder. “This was in there.”
Evelyn took it and flipped through. Real contracts—at least, they appeared to be. But the suppliers listed weren’t tied to any physical address. All electronic, all digital.
Jolene added, “There’s one company that kept showing up more than the others. Wavelength Sourcing Pty Ltd. But it doesn’t show up on any registry I checked.”
Evelyn’s eyes sharpened. “Find everything you can on that company. Names, bank accounts, correspondence. I want a full report by morning.”
Jolene gave a tight nod. “You’ll have it.”
Rae muttered as they returned to Evelyn’s office, “We’re getting closer.”
“Yes,” Evelyn said. “And someone’s going to pay for what they’ve done.”
Rae had just disappeared out the door when Evelyn’s mobile vibrated on the desk. When the screen lit up with a government crest and a flagged number, she stared at it for half a second longer than usual before answering. “Evelyn Voss.”
“Director Voss,” came a woman’s voice. “This is Olivia Strathfield from Minister Langley’s office. The Minister is hoping you’ll make time for a short meeting this afternoon.”
Evelyn’s brow furrowed. “Regarding?”
“He didn’t say. But he was... insistent it be today.”
She stared at the pile of paperwork on her desk. “Fine. I’ll be there within the hour.”
The car ride to Parliament House was quick but quiet. The air had that humid weight of an impending storm, and Evelyn’s mood matched it. She ran through every angle in her head—Lane, the audit trail, Harper’s presence at the Liliana Ward party, the minister’s social ties to Colin Drew—and none of it boded well.
As soon as she arrived, she was ushered past security and taken through one of the older stone corridors, away from the main press briefing zones. Langley’s office was large, with photographs of him with foreign dignitaries and ribbon-cutting ceremonies lining the walls like trophies.
Langley waited alone behind a dark wooden desk. He stood as she entered, smiling with his usual affable ease. “Evelyn. Thank you for coming on short notice.”
“Of course, Minister. What can I do for you?” she replied, coming straight to the point. She didn’t appreciate being summoned like an employee.
“Let’s sit,” he offered, gesturing to the two chairs angled toward the window. It was something more comfortable than the across-the-desk routine.
She followed, settling into the chair opposite him, legs crossed, posture perfect.
Langley exhaled lightly and steepled his fingers. “I’ve been following the developments at Voss Nexus. Word travels quickly when large contractors start restructuring and firing key personnel.”
“We’re conducting a thorough review,” she said. “Necessary housecleaning.”
“I’ve heard.” His tone remained friendly. “Including the rather spectacular departure of Gregory Lane.”
Evelyn didn’t flinch. “He was a liability. His conduct was questionable.”
Langley nodded. “And what about the reporter sniffing around your operations?”
Her jaw tightened. “Harper Price is an investigative journalist. She’s doing her job.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Langley said, his voice light. “But it’s a very... aggressive line of inquiry, don’t you think? Especially so close to the government.”
Evelyn didn’t answer immediately. She waited.
Langley leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Off the record... I wonder if you might consider discouraging her.”
“Discouraging?” Evelyn echoed, cool.
“A gentle nudge. Nothing overt. Just...” He shrugged. “Encourage her to shift focus. We both know she’s capable of making noise. And noise, right now, doesn’t help you. Or me. Or the government.”
Evelyn’s lips thinned. “And what is it you’re worried she’ll uncover, Minister?”
Langley gave a polished laugh. “You know how it is, Evelyn. In politics, the appearance of scandal is sometimes more dangerous than the scandal itself.”
She met his eyes. “Are you asking me to interfere with the press?”
He held up a hand. “I’m asking you—as a respected leader, and someone with personal proximity to the situation—to consider whether letting this investigation play out publicly serves anyone’s interest.”
Evelyn let the silence stretch.
Langley filled it. “You have a lot riding on this project. And I have a government depending on its success. I’d hate to see a promising partnership—one that benefits both of us—derailed by something that could be handled quietly.”
There it was.
Not an order. Not quite a threat. Just a very polite suggestion weighted with unspoken consequence.
Evelyn offered him a faint smile. “I’ll take it under consideration.”
Langley nodded, satisfied. “That’s all I ask.”
As she rose, he added, “I hear Ms. Price is a formidable woman. It’s a shame, really. With a little less fire, she could go far.”
Evelyn didn’t smile this time. “It’s the fire that makes her formidable.”
Langley chuckled as she left.
Outside, Evelyn stepped into the filtered afternoon light. She didn’t go straight back to the car. Instead, she stood at the top of the steps, her hands curled around the metal railing.
He hadn’t asked her to shut Harper down.
He invited her to.
Which was worse, in a way.
Because now the decision was hers. She was in an almost impossible situation. Harper or her company. And she didn’t want to lose either of them.

T  he smell of garlic and chilli hung in the air when Evelyn knocked. The door opened almost instantly, revealing Harper barefoot, dressed in a worn black t-shirt and loose jeans and wearing an apron with I’m the boss stencilled on the front.
“You’re on time,” Harper said, giving her a peck on the cheek.
“You said seven. It’s seven.”
Harper shrugged and stepped aside to let her in. “Didn’t expect you to be so punctual.”
“I’m always punctual.”
“You’re always infuriating.”
They shared a faint smile as Evelyn entered. The apartment was warm and softly lit, a candle flickering on the table. Two plates sat waiting, pasta ready to dish, wine breathing in a glass decanter.
Evelyn raised a brow. “This looks cosy.”
Harper gave a small snort. “Don’t get used to it. I was just too restless to order takeaway.”
They ate in silence for the first few minutes. The pasta was spicy, the wine smooth. Harper didn’t seem to be paying attention to either. She kept glancing toward the window, tapping her fork, then catching herself and setting it down.
Evelyn watched her carefully.
“You didn’t work late,” Evelyn said eventually. “That’s unusual.”
“I needed to clear my head,” Harper replied, too quickly. “I took a long walk. Hit the bakery. Cooked. Tried not to think.”
Evelyn tilted her head. “That’s unlike you.”
Harper stabbed at her pasta. “I don’t always need to be chasing leads.”
“No,” Evelyn said evenly. “But when you lie about it, you fidget with your fork.”
Harper set her utensil down with a sigh. “I just… needed a day off. I wasn’t digging into Voss Nexus today.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
Their eyes met across the table. Harper’s expression was blank—but beneath it, Evelyn saw something flickering. The sharp glint of triumph. A shift in the way Harper held herself. Like someone who’d found a new piece of the puzzle—and wasn’t going to share it.
Evelyn set down her wineglass. “You’re getting close.”
Harper didn’t answer.
“You learned something today,” Evelyn said, her voice soft but certain. “You won’t tell me what, but I can see it all over you.”
“I’m doing my job,” Harper said.
“And what happens when your job starts turning up names that matter to me?”
Harper looked down at her plate. “Then I’ll tell you. When it’s time.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
“It’s not supposed to be.”
Evelyn sat back in her chair, tension winding through her shoulders. “Just don’t get blindsided, Harper. People who steal this kind of money don’t like being exposed.”
Harper gave a thin smile. “Neither do people who protect them.”
That landed between them like a stone.
Evelyn let out a slow breath. She wasn’t angry—not yet—but she could feel the ground shifting under them. Harper had something. And she wasn’t ready to let it go.
Not yet.
They finished dinner quietly. Evelyn helped clear the plates, rinsing them in the sink beside Harper, their arms brushing. The air between them was still charged, but the heat had shifted from romantic to something edgier. Something almost dangerous.
When the dishes were done, Harper poured the last of the wine and leaned against the bench.
Evelyn moved closer. “Whatever you found today,” she said quietly, “be careful with it.”
Harper didn’t respond. Just met her gaze.
“I mean it,” Evelyn added. “If you’re about to pull the thread that unravels all of this⁠—”
“I already did,” Harper murmured. “I just don’t know what the sweater looks like yet.”
Evelyn blinked, startled by the metaphor. Harper smiled, almost apologetically, then leaned in and kissed her—softly, briefly, before pulling back.
“Let’s watch a movie,” she said, “and not talk anymore shop tonight.”
Evelyn nodded. “Okay.”
But as Harper turned away to dim the lights, Evelyn watched her carefully.
She wasn’t just chasing a lead anymore. She had the scent. And whoever the thief was—Harper was close enough to touch them.
Harper stretched on the couch, lifted the remote, her eyes half-lidded. “What do you want to watch?”
Evelyn sat beside her, close enough that their thighs touched. She took the remote gently from her hand and set it down on the coffee table. Then leaned in. “You sure you want to watch a movie,” Evelyn murmured, her voice low.
Harper tilted her head. “What are you⁠—”
Evelyn kissed her. Deep, slow, and deliberate. The kind of kiss that rewired your thinking. Harper didn’t resist, she melted into it, arching forward as Evelyn’s hands slid beneath her shirt.
“Still want to watch a movie?” Evelyn asked softly.
Harper’s breath hitched. “You’re not playing fair.”
“I never promised fair.”
They moved to the bedroom in a tangle of limbs and murmured promises. Clothes hit the floor with no ceremony. Evelyn was relentless—precise with her touch, focused in a way Harper hadn’t seen before. She mapped every inch of Harper’s body with her mouth and her hands, drawing out each gasp until Harper was writhing, flushed and breathless beneath her.
When Harper finally collapsed onto the pillow, Evelyn pulled her close, stroked a hand down her spine. She whispered something soft—something meaningless—but her fingers didn’t stop moving until Harper’s breathing slowed and her eyes drifted shut.
A few minutes later, Harper was deeply asleep, tangled in sheets, her brow smooth for the first time all night.
Evelyn lay still beside her, waiting.
Ten minutes. Then twenty.
She slipped out of bed silently and pulled on her shirt. Padded barefoot out into the main room.
The apartment was small. Clean. Predictably organised in some areas, cluttered in others. A stack of folders sat on the desk—Voss Nexus stamped on the front—but Evelyn had seen those already. They were mostly public documents.
She moved quietly through the space. Checked Harper’s satchel. Nothing there but a pen, wallet, keys, and a mini recorder.
She opened Harper’s laptop. Password protected. Of course.
She checked the kitchen drawers, the bookshelf, even the space behind the washing machine. Nothing.
Whatever Harper had learned today—whatever piece of information she was holding onto—she wasn’t careless enough to leave it lying around.
Evelyn stood in the middle of the apartment, staring at the dark window. Frustrated.
She was off-balance.
Harper was getting close. She could feel it. And Evelyn wasn’t sure if she wanted her to stop—or wanted her to succeed.
Eventually, she slipped back into bed. Harper stirred as she settled in beside her.
“Thought you were asleep,” Evelyn said softly.
“Hmm.” Harper didn’t open her eyes. “Was. Got cold without you.”
Evelyn tucked the sheet around them both. “I’m here now.”
Harper let out a soft sigh and nestled closer. “Good.”
But even as Harper drifted off again, Evelyn lay awake.
There was nothing left to search. But the answers were still in the room. Somewhere inside Harper’s brilliant, maddening mind.
And Evelyn would have to wait for her to share them.



 Chapter Twenty-Five 

T  wo days later, Harper slipped quietly out of Evelyn’s apartment just after sunrise.
She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up over her head, stuffing her hands deep into her pockets. It was an old habit now—hoodie, sunglasses if the sun was up, head down.
The scent of Evelyn’s expensive cologne still clung to the collar of Harper’s shirt, and her thighs ached pleasantly from the night before. The foyer was empty when she passed through, her sneakers silent against the marble. Outside, the street was quiet—just the occasional jogger or early commuter. She moved quickly, keeping her head down, blending in.
She flagged down a cab two blocks away and slid into the backseat, pulling the door shut behind her.
“Newtown,” she told the driver, then leaned against the window and let the city blur past.
She should’ve felt guilty. Sneaking out of a lover’s bed, hiding their connection like some tawdry affair. But this wasn’t some tangled romance. This was strategy. Evelyn was still the Director of Voss Nexus. And Harper had a story to write.
And even if Evelyn had started softening at the edges, the world wouldn’t. If anyone saw them together—photographed, whispered about, leaked—it would undermine everything. Harper couldn’t afford that. Not now. Not when she was this close.
The cab dropped her outside her apartment building. She paid in cash. Old habits.
But as she stepped toward her unit, her eyes narrowed.
The door was ajar.
She froze.
Not wide open. Not hanging. Just... not closed. And the lock—mangled. Bent metal. Someone had forced it.
A sick feeling bloomed in her gut. She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out her phone, flicking on the flashlight as she pushed the door open the rest of the way.
The light swept across chaos.
Her breath caught.
Books scattered. Couch cushions gutted, seams split and stuffing ripped out. Her old desk—where she'd scrawled half her thoughts about Wavelength—was upended. Drawers yanked out and dumped, contents strewn across the floor. Her bedside lamp lay shattered in the hall, the cord curling like a broken vine.
The whole apartment had been turned inside out.
Harper stepped inside carefully, her sneakers crunching over broken china. The mug she always used—the cheap one with the chipped lip from her first year on the job—lay in pieces near the sofa.
She didn’t speak. Didn’t scream. Just stared. Feeling violated.
They’d been here.
Someone had come in, rifled through her life, and taken exactly what they were looking for.
She crossed to the desk and knelt. The folder she kept tucked between old law books and blank notebooks—gone. The backup USB she’d stashed behind the wall vent? Gone too. They’d even checked under the floorboard in the bedroom closet, where she sometimes kept memory sticks and burner phones.
Every copy of her investigation notes that had ever touched this apartment was gone.
Harper sat back on her heels and let the silence stretch around her.
Not because she was panicking.
But because she was calculating.
She had expected this.
Well—not this . Not a full sweep of her home. But she had known someone would come eventually. That someone would try to shut her down. Scare her. Rattle her.
But they were too late.
Because Harper Price wasn’t stupid.
She had every file, every lead, every source contact and data point duplicated and stored on the encrypted drive at her desk at Farley Press . Double-backed. Air-gapped. Password-locked and stored under her assistant’s login in a folder titled Finance Forecasts 2020 .
And Charles Dyson’s documents? The goldmine she’d found in his widow’s house? The signed copies, the annotated invoices, the damning trail of procurement fraud?
She’d placed them in a locked steel case at the National Bank, tucked into a security box under an alias, registered with her editor’s ID.
The originals were safe. And they’d stay there until the day she hit publish.
So, no. She wasn’t worried about what had been taken.
What she was worried about was how they’d gotten in.
No one knew where she lived. No one except her boss, her best friend, and Evelyn. And she knew Evelyn hadn’t tipped anyone off—not like this. Evelyn’s rage would’ve been nuclear if she knew someone had sent men to Harper’s flat.
So, who?
She walked into the bedroom, stepping over the splintered remains of a photo frame, and sank down onto the edge of the bed.
Someone was watching her.
Someone knew she was close.
They’d broken in. Torn through her world. Left a message written in absence:

We’re ahead of you. Stay out.

Harper pursed her lips.

You’re behind , she thought. You’re scared. And I’m going to make you regret not taking me seriously the first time.

She stood again, thinking through it. She wouldn’t call Evelyn. Not yet. She needed time to continue investigating. There were two days left before her next big move—an interview she was lining up with a government contractor with more skeletons than contracts. She’d keep working, keep quiet, keep her head down.
But when she was done?
She’d drag this story into the light.
And God help the ones who tried to bury it.
But first things first—she’d have to clean up the mess.
Harper pulled out her phone and scrolled until she found the name. Vince Russo
. The kind of contact you kept buried until you really needed him.
She hit call.
It rang once. Twice.
Then a gravelled voice answered, “Well, I’ll be damned. Harper Price. Thought you’d died or vanished.”
“I need a favour.”
There was a beat of silence. “Where?”
She explained what happened and gave him the address.
“I’ll be there in twenty. Don’t touch a thing.”
The line went dead.
Harper tucked the phone away and paced, adrenaline buzzing through her chest. It wasn’t fear exactly. Just fury mixed with a slow, simmering focus.
Whoever broke in had known exactly what they were looking for. The apartment was torn apart, but selectively so. Her valuables remained untouched. The smashed lamp, the overturned drawers, the scattered books—none of it was random. They hadn’t come for anything sentimental.
They’d come for her work.
Seventeen minutes later, a knock. Two short raps, one long.
She opened the door. Vince looked older, harder—scarred knuckles, silver streaking his hair. His eyes swept the damage with cold calculation.
“Fuck,” he muttered. “They weren’t subtle.”
“No,” Harper replied. “They didn’t need to be.”
“Are you okay?”
“I wasn’t here.”
He grunted and stepped inside, hands in his jacket pockets, scanning the space like a crime scene investigator.
“I’m guessing they took your notes.”
She nodded. “Everything from the last two weeks. But I’m not worried—I keep backups. The sensitive stuff is locked away.”
“In a cloud?”
“In a bank vault,” she said. “Security box. After I read Charles Dyson’s notes, I knew this would get dirty.”
That got a flicker of respect from him. “You always were smarter than you looked.”
“And you owe me a favour.”
He exhaled through his nose. “Yeah, I do.” His voice softened, just a fraction. “You got my daughter back when the cops wouldn’t touch it. You wrote the story that got that ring shut down. If it weren’t for you, she’d still be out there doing tricks—or worse.”
Harper’s voice was quiet. “She deserved saving.”
He nodded. “So do you.”
Vince turned and called back toward the hall. Two men stepped in—off-duty looking tradies with gloved hands and blank expressions. One carried a toolkit, the other a duffel. They didn’t speak. Just nodded and began the cleanup with quiet efficiency.
Vince jerked his head toward the hallway. “Give us a few hours. We’ll make it look like nothing happened.” He watched her for a second. “You need anything else?”
“Not yet. But keep your ears open. If anyone’s asking about me—quietly—I want to know.”
He gave a tight nod. “You’ll be the first.”
As he turned to leave, Harper added, “Vince.”
He glanced back.
“Thank you.”
His gaze softened again. “Don’t thank me. Just finish whatever the hell it is you’re working on. And watch your back. This wasn’t a warning. It was a line in the sand.”
Then he stepped out into the hallway, and the door shut behind him.
Harper stood in the quiet, the faint smell of dust and torn paper in the air.
She looked around at the wreckage and felt nothing but steel in her gut.
They thought they could scare her off.
Well, she had news for them.
Harper lingered at the edge of her ruined living room, her arms folded as Vince’s men boxed up what was left. She stared at the blank spot where her documents had been—where someone had torn through her life, expecting to find the thread that would unravel it all.
Her instinct was to bury it. To push forward. She’d survived worse. And Evelyn… Evelyn had enough on her plate without this.
But as she stood in the wreckage, another thought took hold—Evelyn would hate not knowing. She’d be furious if Harper kept this quiet. Not just because of the danger, but because it would confirm the one thing she feared: that Harper didn’t trust her.
And Harper did . God help her, she did.
She exhaled and reached for her phone. Not a text. Not a call. Face-to-face.
She dialled Voss Nexus reception.
“Voss Nexus, how can I help you?”
“This is Harper Price. I’d like to make an appointment to speak with Director Evelyn Voss.”
There was a pause. “One moment.”
She was put on hold. A minute later, Rae’s voice came on the line.
“Ms. Price. Evelyn’s in meetings until two. She could see you at three. Shall I put it down as a press inquiry?”
Harper hesitated. “Yes. Make it official.”
When the call ended, she closed her eyes for a beat.
She didn’t know how Evelyn would take it. But this wasn’t something she could hide.

A  t 2:58 p.m., Harper entered Voss Nexus through the front glass doors, flashed her visitor tag, and rode the elevator to the top floor.
Rae was already waiting at the desk. “Go on in. She’s expecting you.”
Harper pushed open the heavy door to Evelyn’s office.
Evelyn sat behind her desk, crisp in a navy suit, hair pinned back, a pen paused between her fingers. “Ms. Price,” she said dryly. “What investigative storm have you brought today?”
Harper closed the door gently and crossed the room. “I had a break-in.”
Evelyn’s pen poised mid-air.
Harper sat without waiting to be invited. “At my apartment. Someone forced the lock. Searched the place top to bottom.”
Evelyn frowned, though she didn’t move. “When?”
“Early this morning. I got back and found the place trashed.”
“Are you hurt?”
“No. I wasn’t there. I left your place at six-thirty. They did it during the night.” She paused. “They must have known I was away.”
Evelyn leaned back, her voice low and tight. “What did they take?”
“My research. Notes. Printouts.”
Evelyn narrowed her eyes. “And you’re only telling me now?”
“I had to clean up. Secure my backups. It was... a lot. Besides, if someone’s tailing me, I didn’t want to run straight to you.”
Evelyn was quiet, her fingers steepled. “Do you think it was someone from Voss Nexus?”
“I don’t know. But they knew what to look for. And they weren’t after my laptop or jewellery.” Harper smiled. “Everything important is safe. My whistleblower files, and…other documents—they’re locked in a security box. I’m not that easy to wipe out.”
Evelyn looked concerned “You think they’re following you?”
“Could be. I’ll need to be more vigilant.”
For a long moment, neither of them spoke.
Then Evelyn stood slowly and walked around the desk. She stopped in front of Harper, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear, trailing her thumb across Harper’s jaw, then her cheek. “You be careful, do you hear.”
Harper met her eyes. “I will.”
Evelyn studied her for another moment, then stepped back. “Do you want me to assign protection? Discreetly?”
“No,” Harper said. “Not yet. But I might need help tracing who’s watching me.”
“Then you have it.”
Harper stood, brushing down her coat. “Thanks for the time, Director.”
Evelyn arched an eyebrow. “My door is always open to the press.”
Harper winked. “That’s good to hear.”
She left the office, the faint trace of Evelyn’s touch still on her skin.
Outside, the storm clouds were building.
Harper knew one thing for certain now—someone was running scared.
And scared people made mistakes.



 Chapter Twenty-Six 

E  velyn tried to collect her thoughts after Harper left her office. The moment the door clicked shut, she sat back in her chair and stared at the closed door for a beat longer than necessary.
The break-in unsettled her. Harper was smart, but this wasn’t some vague threat anymore. It was serious. Even if she tried to downplay it, Evelyn saw the tension in her posture, the clipped edges of her words.
It wasn't just the risk to Harper’s investigation that unsettled her. It was the thought of something happening to her. Evelyn tried to push the thought away, but it lingered.
She sat in silence, absently tapping her pen against her desk, until the sun dipped a little lower behind the Sydney skyline. She had half a mind to drive straight to Harper’s and demand she let her stay the night—just to be sure she was safe—but if someone was watching Harper’s apartment, that would be unwise.
Instead, she poured herself a glass of water and tried to think of a way to protect her. Not through the company but using a private organization. Someone discrete. She dialled reception to send up the chief of security.
She walked to the window to stare out over the city. It seemed less friendly now.
She turned at the knock on her door. “Come in.”
Marcus Holloway stepped in—her chief of security. Ex-military, calm under pressure, and loyal to the bone. He closed the door behind him, posture straight.
“You asked for me?”
Evelyn nodded. “I need a favour. Off the record.”
Marcus arched a brow. “Of course.”
“I want you to engage an external security firm,” she said. “Private. Discreet. Someone who knows how to stay invisible. I want surveillance coverage on Harper Price.”
His eyes flicked in surprise. “Is she in danger?”
“Possibly,” Evelyn said. “She’s been followed. There was a break-in at her apartment last night. She didn’t report it. She won’t. But I’m not taking chances.”
Marcus stepped closer, voice low and professional. “Do you want close protection or shadow detail?”
“Shadow. Unobtrusive. I don’t want her to know. She’s... proud. She’ll fight me on it.”
He nodded. “Understood. Twenty-four-hour cover?”
Evelyn hesitated. “Yes. She’s a journalist—used to noticing things. I want someone good.”
“I know just the firm,” Marcus said. “Ex-feds, ex-ASIO. They specialize in this kind of detail.”
“I want a report every morning. Anything unusual. Any contact. Anything that feels off.”
“I’ll make the call tonight.”
Evelyn exhaled slowly and returned to her chair. “Good.”
He gave a tight nod and slipped from the office without another word.
Evelyn sat back, her fingers laced tightly together.
Harper would never thank her for it.
But she didn’t need thanks. She just needed to know Harper Price would be alive tomorrow.
Just as she stood to fetch another coffee, Rae’s voice came through the intercom. “Evelyn, your father called. He’s asked if you’d join him for dinner at Hugo’s tonight. Said it was important.”
Evelyn stilled. “Tell him I’ll be there at seven.”

T  he restaurant was refined and understated—linen-draped tables and low lighting.
Elliot Voss was already seated when Evelyn arrived, sipping a glass of red wine. “Evening,” he said as she slipped into the seat across from him. “You’re looking tired.”
“I’ve had a long week,” she replied.
“I imagine so.” He took another measured sip. “How’s work going? I heard you fired your finance manager and HR manager.”
“Gregory Lane was sexually harassing his staff. It was long overdue.”
“And the HR guy?”
“He covered it up.” Evelyn hesitated then continued. “They were involved in defrauding the company.”
“I see.” He toyed with his glass. “And Harper Price? Is she getting close to her story? I’ve been reading up on Price and read some of her old work. She’s hard to shake off once she has her teeth into a story.”
Evelyn stiffened slightly. “She’s thorough.”
“Too thorough,” Elliot said. “You know there is fraud going on in the company—handle it yourself. Her digging into things will tarnish Voss Nexus. Not just the company, but to your standing, your work, your reputation.”
Evelyn didn’t reply. She reached for the menu.
“Look,” Elliot continued. “I’m not here to tell you how to run your affairs. You’ve made this company what it is today. Once Price prints something damaging, it can’t be walked back. We both know the media doesn’t play fair.”
Evelyn eyed him warily. “What are you suggesting?”
“Make her an offer,” Elliot said calmly. “A large one. Consulting contract. Settlement. Call it whatever you want. Pay her to walk away from this. Everyone wins.”
Evelyn stared at him. “You want me to buy her silence.”
“I want you to protect the company. Protect yourself.”
“She wouldn’t take it.”
“She might. Everyone has a number, Evelyn.”
Evelyn exhaled slowly. “You don’t know her.”
“I don’t need to. I know pressure. And I know how easily people crack under it. Especially when they think they’re alone.”
“She’s not alone,” Evelyn said sharply.
Elliot raised a brow but didn’t press. “Just consider it. If she doesn’t take it, fine. But at least you’ve done what you can to de-escalate. Because once she prints, it’s out of our hands.”
The rest of dinner passed with strained politeness. Evelyn barely touched her meal.
As they stood outside under the cool evening sky, Elliot placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“You know I trust your judgement. I always have. But you can’t fix this with principles alone. Think strategically.”
Evelyn nodded once but said nothing.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said, and walked off down the street to his car.
She stood still for a while, watching the glow of taillights disappear.
She wouldn’t offer her a cent.
Harper wasn’t for sale.
And when she found out who was behind the sabotage, the blackmail, the break-ins—she’d destroy them, piece by piece.

T  he next morning, Evelyn and Rae headed down to Logistics.
Lucinda More looked up from her desk when they entered, her face drawn. Her hands trembled slightly as she closed her laptop, then she stood up quickly. “Director Voss. Rae.”
“We need a word,” Evelyn said. “In private.”
Lucinda nodded and led them into the adjacent meeting room, closing the door behind them.
Evelyn placed a folder on the table and slid it toward her. “These are documents you signed off on. Documents we believe were falsified.”
Lucinda stared at the folder but didn’t open it. Her shoulders slumped.
“You already know what’s in there,” Rae said gently.
Lucinda’s voice cracked. “I know. But it’s not like what you think.”
Evelyn’s tone didn’t soften. “Then explain.”
Lucinda sat down, hands wringing in her lap. “Five years ago, there was a shipment—surveillance equipment, worth millions. It was supposed to go to our testing lab. But it never arrived. It vanished. I... I panicked.”
“Why didn’t you report it?” Rae asked.
“Because I thought I’d lose my job. My sister—she has bone cancer. I needed the income to keep her treatment going. I was desperate.”
Evelyn’s expression remained still, but her voice was low. “So, you falsified the delivery records.”
“I marked them as faulty. Wrote them off in the books. Ordered replacements like nothing had happened.”
“You’ve been covering it up ever since,” Evelyn said.
Lucinda nodded, eyes shining. “It was a genuine mistake. I needed the job.” Her voice cracked further as she leaned forward. “You have no idea what it’s like watching someone you love waste away and knowing that one wrong step on your part could mean she can’t get her meds. Her wheelchair. Her care. I can’t lose my income.”
“You’ve been carrying this alone for years,” Rae said quietly.
Lucinda nodded, shoulders shaking now. “I have nightmares about it. Every audit. Every meeting with compliance. I kept thinking—this is it; they’ve found me out. But no one ever said anything. I thought maybe I had got away with it.”
Evelyn let the silence stretch for a beat before saying, “Then what happened?”
“Gregory Lane came to my office one day. Said he knew what I did. That he’d forget about it if I signed off on some acquisitions occasionally. No questions asked.”
“So, it was Lane blackmailing you,” said Evelyn, and when Lucinda paused, she added brusquely, “If you fully cooperate, I won’t press charges.”
Lucinda nodded. “It was Lane, but he always said he was ‘just the messenger’. That someone higher up expected compliance. He never gave me a name, but he said things—phrases like ‘the directorate’ or ‘our government friends’. I never knew if he meant someone at Voss Nexus or someone external. But it wasn’t just him.”
Evelyn exchanged a long look with Rae. “You kept the messages?”
Lucinda nodded. “Yes. I saved every email. Printed some out. I can bring them in.”
Evelyn stood. “Do that. And Lucinda—thank you for telling us. I know it wasn’t easy.”
Lucinda gave a fragile nod, her voice hoarse. “I want this to end. I want them exposed.”
“We’ll get there,” Rae said quietly. “But we need every scrap of information you’ve got.”
As they left the room, Evelyn’s thoughts were already racing.
Lane hadn’t acted alone.
And whoever else was involved—whether inside the company or outside it—they were still pulling strings.
But now, finally, Evelyn had a trail to follow.



 Chapter Twenty-Seven 

H  arper arrived at the Farley Press building the next day hungover from lack of sleep.
The sky outside was dull and low with cloud cover, the morning light diffused through the windows in a grey wash that matched her mood. After the break in yesterday, she hadn’t slept well, even though there were now two very solid locks on the door. Vince’s team had done an impeccable job. They’d replaced every item of furniture, down to the coffee table in the middle of the lounge.
Evelyn had wanted her to stay the night with her, but Harper figured it was only delaying the inevitable. Sooner or later, she would have to stay alone in her apartment. And she’d be damned if she’d let the bastards hunt her out of her home.
She bypassed the lift and took the stairs, needing to move, to feel the solid rhythm of her boots on concrete. There was something grounding about the mechanical movement, the simplicity of it.
In the newsroom, the floor was quiet, only a handful of staff tapping away at their desks, the coffee machine hissing in the corner. Harper made her way to her workstation, pulled open the top drawer, and withdrew the folder she had locked away days ago. Inside was everything: printouts, redacted contracts, anonymous tip-offs, emails flagged with falsified invoice numbers and vendor discrepancies.
She slid a USB stick into the port and began uploading her backup documents. Slowly, methodically, she gathered the pieces. Every single one.
She had enough to make the headlines—who was directing the theft from the government could be another story.
This was the kind of exposure that broke careers, toppled companies, ignited ministerial inquiries. Harper knew, with every bone in her body, that it would run hot and fast the moment it hit the front page.
She took her laptop into one of the smaller side offices—a glass-walled fishbowl of a room meant for interviews and phone calls—and closed the door. The silence made her think clearer.
She opened a fresh document and began to type.

Grand Theft at Voss Nexus: Government Funds Missing, Executive Cover-Ups Unveiled.

The words came easily. Too easily. Her fingers flew across the keyboard, driven by years of training, instinct, precision. She wove it all together: the procurement discrepancies, the forged authorisations, the blackmail, the lost surveillance shipment, and the internal documents Dyson had hidden before his death.
She included the shell companies. The laundering. The weapon-grade hardware that had vanished and been repurchased under duplicate invoices.
Lucinda More’s falsified delivery records though she didn’t name her, only her department. The emails. The suspicious payout schemes. And the coordinated silence across HR.
She didn’t name Evelyn.
Voss Nexus, yes. Gregory Lane, absolutely. David Weeks, for certain. But Evelyn? She had fired them. She’d taken decisive, brutal steps to begin cleaning house. She wasn’t complicit—Harper knew that now. But still, she ran the company. It bore the Voss name.
Harper paused. Her chest was tight.
She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. Because here was the truth—the brutal truth.
She was in love with Evelyn Voss. It crept up on her in pieces.
Not in grand declarations or lightning-strike moments—but in the quiet. In the way Evelyn’s voice softened when she said her name. In the way she always had coffee waiting, even though she never said anything about it. In the way her touch lingered a fraction longer than necessary, like she didn’t quite know how to let go.
Harper had always thought love would feel like fireworks. Bright and bubbly. But with Evelyn, it was far more dangerous. Like walking a tightrope in the dark and realising, too late there was no safety net.
She hadn’t meant to fall. God, she’d tried not to. Evelyn was everything she shouldn’t want—guarded, powerful, remote. She could make a grown man whimper with one of her icy looks and cutting remarks. But somewhere between the guarded glances and the stolen nights, Harper had stopped keeping score.
She wanted her. Needed her.
And it terrified her.
Because loving Evelyn meant risk. It meant compromise. It meant standing on the edge of everything she believed in and wondering if love was worth the fall.
And the worst part?
She already knew her answer.
It wasn’t just the sex. It wasn’t just the thrill of the chase or the electricity in Evelyn’s kiss. It was the way Evelyn had looked at her after the break-in—furious, protective, vulnerable. It was the rare, aching honesty that slipped past Evelyn’s defences in quiet moments, in unfinished sentences and the brush of fingers across her back. It was the way she let Harper see her—not the director, not the ice queen, just… Eve.
And Harper had never wanted anything more.
But now that the story was almost done, now that everything was about to go public—she had to ask herself: was it love if she could destroy the thing Evelyn had worked so hard to protect?
Was it love if she let it stop her?
She didn’t have the answer. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
But in her chest, beneath all the doubt and fear, the truth pulsed steady and sure: she was already in too deep.
There was no getting out of it now.
And she couldn’t protect her.
If she ran this story—if she did what she was born to do—Evelyn would be collateral damage. Even if her name wasn’t mentioned. Even if Harper wrote her with grace and compassion and care.
The public wouldn’t care. Neither would the shareholders. Or the politicians who’d funded Wavelength. They’d smell blood in the water and tear the company apart.
Tear Evelyn apart.
Harper dropped her head into her hands. What the hell was she doing?
She’d worked her whole career for a story like this. A whistleblower. A paper trail. Proof. Impact. She could win awards for this. She could finally be taken seriously by every newspaper in the country.
But at what cost?
The image of Evelyn the night after the break-in flashed across her memory. Tired. Angry. Protective in a way that had nothing to do with business. The way her hands had trembled just slightly when she’d brushed Harper’s hair behind her ear. The way she’d said, "You’re not alone."

Harper had told herself that she could balance it. That she could write this story and keep Evelyn, too.
But she was lying to herself.

You can’t have both.

She looked at the screen again. Her cursor blinked just below the opening paragraph. All she had to do was keep typing.
Finish it. Submit it. Let it run.
But her fingers wouldn’t move.
She thought about the dinner Evelyn had cooked, the coffee in the morning, the quiet glances across the table. She thought about the way Evelyn held her like she was something precious. About the rare smile that came when Harper teased her. The vulnerability behind the carefully constructed façade.
Harper stood abruptly and began to pace the small office. Her thoughts were a mess. Her heart ached. Her hands shook slightly as she reached for her phone and opened her messages.
She hovered over Evelyn’s name.

I need to talk to you, she started typing. Then deleted it.

I’m writing it now. I’m sorry.

Delete.
Nothing felt right.
She threw the phone on the desk, frustrated. Then sank into the chair and stared at her unfinished article.
She had all the facts. All the pieces. But not the answer to the one thing that mattered.
Could she destroy the thing Evelyn had built… and still expect her to love her afterward?
Could she live with herself if she didn’t publish it?
Harper swallowed hard.
She hit Save , not Send .
Then she closed the laptop and leaned back, staring at the ceiling, her chest too full of something unnamed.
She didn’t cry.
But God, she wanted to.
And somewhere in her gut, she knew—when this story went live, there would be no turning back.
Not for her. Not for Evelyn. Not for either of them.
Not anymore.

T  hat evening, just as the sun dipped below the skyline and the newsroom lights began to dim, Harper returned to her apartment.
She dropped her bag, kicked off her boots, and headed into the kitchen. She had just poured a glass of wine when there was a knock at the door. She froze—she wasn’t expecting anyone. Forcing herself to be calm, she padded over and opened the door slightly, leaving the chain attached.
Elliot Voss stood on her doorstep. He wore an expensive charcoal coat and a smile. “Good evening, Ms Price,” he said.
Harper stared at him for a beat before stepping aside. “Come in.”
Elliot entered without hesitation; his movements deliberate. He looked around the room, the way someone might inspect a property they used to own.
Harper gestured to a chair. “This is a surprise, Mr Price. I gather this isn’t a social visit.”
He stretched his frame into the seat and gave her a disarming smile. “You’re right. I have an ulterior motive but it’s always pleasant to talk to a pretty woman. And please, call me Elliot.”
Harper smiled back. She knew it was frivolous flattery, but the man had a charming way about him. “Then you better call me Harper. Would you like a drink?”
“A whisky if you have it. On the rocks.”
She poured him a double, then plopped in two ice cubes. After filling a glass with white wine, she returned to the lounge.
He accepted the drink with a nod. “Thanks. I enjoy the laid-back way of life in Australia.”
She eyed him over the rim of her glass. “Why are you here, Elliot?”
He studied her for a moment then nodded. “I wanted to have a quiet talk with you.”
She raised her eyes. “Oh? About what exactly?”
He spun the glass idly between his hands, as though trying to frame his words. “I’m aware you’re investigating the company,” he said. “I don’t need the details of what you’ve unearthed, I just need to know what it’s going to cost to make it go away.”
Harper blinked at him. “Excuse me?”
He didn’t flinch. “Everyone has a price, Harper. And I’m prepared to be very generous.”
“You’re offering me money to drop the investigation?”
“I’m offering you freedom. A way to walk away from this without damage. Without consequence.”
Harper’s lips tightened. “Why?”
“Because my daughter is finally stabilising this branch of the company. Because we can’t afford a scandal. And because whatever you print, it will destroy people.”
Harper felt a wave of hurt. “Does Evelyn know you’re here?”
“She…knows how I do business. She wants you to stop.”
“You think you can buy my silence?”
Elliot Voss looked at her carefully. “I think everyone has a point where the risk outweighs the reward. I’m offering you a considerable amount of money. More than you’d make in a lifetime.” He swept his eyes around the room. “You’ll be able to upgrade your apartment.”
Harper sucked in a breath. The man not only had the audacity to try to buy her integrity, he had the gall to criticise her home. “I won’t be bought, Elliot,” she snapped.
They stared at each other for a long moment.
“You’ll find it easier if you do. You can’t imagine we wouldn’t fight any allegations you print. Even if you think you have all the Ts crossed and the Is dotted, there’ll be something we can find to discredit your story.”
“I’m not naïve. I never write anything that I can’t prove.”
Elliot heaved a long sigh as if he was talking to a recalcitrant child. “I never said you were, Harper. What I saying is that whatever you print, Evelyn won’t take it lying down.”
“The answer is still no,” Harper said curtly.
Elliot stood up, reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a card. “If you change your mind,” he said, placing it on the table. “That number will reach me directly.”
Without another word, he turned and walked out.
The door clicked shut behind him.
Harper stared at the card for a long moment, then picked it up and turned it over.
Just a name and a number on the back.
She stood there in the silence of her apartment, the weight of it pressing down. And when she finally sat, it wasn’t to call anyone.
It was to open her laptop. Because Elliot Voss had just confirmed what she’d already known:
The story needed to be told.
But it didn’t make it hurt any less that Evelyn hadn’t tried to stop her father coming.



 Chapter Twenty-Eight 

E  velyn put the candles on the table, the last touch before dinner. The apartment was warm, the lights low, and she had chosen a red wine she knew Harper liked—rare, French, expensive—and let it breathe while the pasta simmered on the stove. She didn’t want anything grand tonight. Just something quiet and safe for Harper after her apartment was trashed.
At 6:59, she checked her phone.
No message. But that was Harper. She didn’t announce herself—she arrived like the weather.
At 7:06, the elevator chimed.
Evelyn smoothed her hair, pushed down the pleasant flutter in her stomach, and opened the door.
Harper stepped inside. One look told Evelyn something was wrong. She hadn’t taken off her coat. Her hands were clenched. Her mouth pressed tight. No kiss. No teasing greeting. Just silence.
Evelyn’s smile faltered. “Hey.”
Harper stepped into the space, looked around like she was walking into a trap. “You went all out.”
“I wanted tonight to be quiet,” Evelyn said. “A break from—everything.”
Harper didn’t sit. She turned to face Evelyn, her gaze steady but cold. “Your father came to see me.”
A chill shot down Evelyn’s spine. “When?”
“Last night.” Harper’s jaw tightened. “He walked into my apartment, I gave him a drink, and as he sipped it, he offered me a fortune to drop the story.”
Evelyn felt her stomach twist. “I didn’t know⁠—”
“He said you wanted me to stop.” Harper’s voice sharpened. “Said you were worried that my story would wreck everything you’ve built.”
“I didn’t send him,” Evelyn said. “I didn’t ask him to do that.”
“But you didn’t stop him either,” Harper shot back. “You must know what kind of man he is. You knew he’d try to stop me the moment he thought I was getting too close to the truth.”
Evelyn bristled. “I’m not responsible for his decisions.”
“You’re responsible for the company. For the taint inside it. For the silence that let men like Lane thrive. And now for trying to pay me off .”
Evelyn’s voice dropped. “I didn’t offer you a cent.”
“No—but you let someone else do it for you. And then invited me over like nothing had happened. Like we could share pasta and pretend I wasn’t just bought .”
Evelyn took a slow breath. “You think that little of me?”
Harper’s eyes flashed. “I think you don’t know where the lines are anymore. Between loyalty and complicity. Between protection and control.”
Evelyn stepped closer. “I think you’re so wrapped up in your crusade that you’d burn down anything that doesn’t fit into your version of justice. Including me.”
Harper laughed bitterly. “You think I want this? That I’m thrilled to publish a story that might destroy the woman I—” She cut herself off.
Evelyn’s voice turned ice-edged. “That you what?”
Harper swallowed. “That I cared about.”
“Cared,” Evelyn repeated. “Past tense.”
“You made it past tense,” Harper said, voice breaking. “When you let him walk into my life and insult everything I’ve worked for. When you stood by and said nothing.”
“I have tried to protect you at every step,” Evelyn snapped. “You want noble speeches? Grand confessions? I gave you my company’s secrets . I tore down my own boardroom. I risked everything, and you still act like I’m the enemy.”
“Because you are ,” Harper growled out. “The moment I hit publish, you become everything I’ve ever fought against.”
Silence fell like a thunderclap.
They stared at each other across the dim room, the distance between them now a chasm.
Evelyn straightened her spine. Something inside her stilled—cold, composed. The Ice Queen, rising fully into place.
She crossed her arms and tilted her head. “Then don’t wait, Harper. Publish it. Take me down with the rest of them.”
Harper’s eyes widened. “That’s not what I⁠—”
“Oh, I think it is,” Evelyn said, voice like glass. “You’ve been waiting for a reason to get the story out there. So run with it. Print your exposé. Win your award. Be the fearless journalist who toppled the empire.”
“Don’t do this,” Harper whispered. “Don’t make me the villain.”
Evelyn’s mouth twisted. “You already decided I was.”
They stood like that for a moment—both breathing hard, both on the edge of something neither could name.
Then Harper shook her head. “This is done. Whatever this was. We were stupid to think it’d ever work.”
She turned toward the door.
“You think I was never ever yours?” Evelyn said softly.
Harper froze.
“I gave you what I never give anyone,” Evelyn continued. “And you threw it back at me the second it got hard. So don’t act like I betrayed you.”
Harper turned to look at her. “You made me feel like I mattered. And then you let your father try to silence me.”
Evelyn walked to the counter, and stood silently for a long moment, her back to her. She picked up her wine glass. “We’re not built for happy endings, Harper. You just said we were stupid to think it’d work. We’re not like other people.”
Harper opened the door. “I hope your empire keeps you warm at night.”
Evelyn didn’t follow her. “I’m not the one who’ll regret this.”
The door slammed.
Evelyn stood alone in her perfect apartment, wine untouched, candles flickering.
Her hands trembled—barely.
She downed the glass in one swallow, then turned the music off with a sharp flick.
The silence that followed Harper’s exit wasn’t peaceful. It echoed off the walls, slid under Evelyn’s skin like a morning’s frost.
She set her wine glass down too hard—heard the sharp clink against marble—and walked to the window, arms folded tight across her chest. Below, the city shimmered with a thousand indifferent lights. Cars slid along wet streets. People moved like ants. Sydney didn’t care that something inside her had just ruptured.
She replayed the fight in her head—every word, every accusation. Harper’s eyes, sharp with fury. The curve of her mouth when she’d accused her of not knowing where the lines were anymore.
Evelyn’s stomach clenched. That wasn’t true. She knew exactly where the lines were.
She just crossed them for Harper.
That’s what made it worse.
She had exposed more of herself than she had in years—lowered shields, softened edges. Let someone in. And the moment it got ugly, the moment doubt entered the room, Harper walked.
Evelyn moved back to the kitchen and peeled the foil off the pasta, not because she was hungry but because she needed something to do . She stirred it slowly, steam fogging the air. The smell made her sick.
She threw the whole thing in the bin.

I hope your empire keeps you warm at night.

The words hit harder than they should’ve. Evelyn had spent her whole life building walls to stay warm. Boardrooms, contracts, power—all armour. All control. It had worked, until Harper.
Until that damned, infuriating, brilliant woman had walked into her office with accusations and too-sharp eyes and an inconvenient ability to see right through her .
And now she was gone. And Evelyn had let her go. Hadn’t followed.
No—pushed her, actually. She’d stood there in her goddamn fortress and shoved the only person who had ever made her feel human straight out the door.
She poured another glass of wine but didn’t drink it. Just held it, fingers tight around the stem.
The worst part? She’d meant every word she said. In the moment.

She had been angry. Betrayed. And terrified—though she’d die before admitting that out loud. Not because Harper was publishing. Evelyn could handle the fallout. She could handle public scandal, a boardroom war, even criminal inquiries. She’d been through worse.
What she couldn’t handle was the way Harper had looked at her. Like she was a stranger.
Like whatever tenderness had existed between them was a lie.

You already decided I was the villain.

Maybe she was.
Or maybe Harper was right about something else—Evelyn didn’t know where the line was anymore. Between protecting her company and protecting the woman she loved. Between ethics and power. Between control and fear.
She paced the apartment, glass still in hand, as if walking might help. It didn’t.
Harper had said she wasn’t built for happy endings.
Fine.
Neither was Evelyn.
She wasn’t the girl who got the romance. She was the one who stood at the edge of every battlefield, controlling the war, telling herself it was better that way.
And now she’d pushed away the only person who’d made her feel like maybe that story could go differently.
The wine glass trembled in her hand. She set it down with care this time. Too much care. Then she sat on the edge of the bed they’d once shared and just breathed .
Slow. Controlled.
She was going to fix this goddamn company, find out who masterminded this operation, and bury whoever thought they could use Voss Nexus like a personal ATM.
And if Harper wanted to take her down with the rest of them? Then Evelyn would stand tall while it happened.
At least, that’s what she told herself as the hours bled into night and the empty apartment pressed in close and quiet around her. By midnight, the walls felt too close. Evelyn pulled on a coat and left the apartment without purpose, without a destination. She walked the streets of Sydney like a ghost, heels echoing on pavement slick with night rain. No one recognized her. No one stopped her.
She moved past glowing cafes and shuttered storefronts until the ache in her chest dulled to something manageable—cold, contained, acceptable. When she finally returned home in the early hours before dawn, she stood under the hot spray of the shower until her skin went red. Then she dressed. Pressed her blouse. Buttoned the cuffs. Painted on lipstick like warpaint.
By the time she arrived at Voss Nexus headquarters, the Ice Queen had returned—flawless, unreadable, and ready to burn the whole world down before she let anyone see the woman who had been broken the night before.



 Chapter Twenty-Nine 

H  arper didn’t cry until she hit the street.
The night air cut cold against her face, and still she walked—fast, head down—if she moved quickly enough then the hurt wouldn’t catch her. But it did. Every step away from Evelyn felt like ripping something raw from her chest. Her hands were trembling, stuffed in the pockets of her coat as if that could hold them still.
She didn’t know where she was going. Just away.
Away from the look on Evelyn’s face when she snapped. Away from the cutting words. You already decided I was the villain.

God, Harper didn’t want her to be the villain. That was the worst part. She hadn’t walked into that apartment planning to end it. She’d wanted an explanation. She’d wanted Evelyn to be angry at her father. To be on her side. To fight for them.
But Evelyn had shut down. Gone cold. Defensive. Dismissive.
Harper had spent her entire career navigating power and manipulation, but nothing prepared her for what it felt like to be frozen out by someone she loved.
Because that’s what it was. Love.
She hadn’t meant for it to happen. Hadn’t even realized it until it was too late. Until she was sitting on Evelyn’s couch, listening to that careful, careful voice retreat into armour, and realizing that maybe she wasn’t just chasing a story anymore.
Maybe she was chasing someone who didn’t know how to stay.
She kept walking. Past neon signs and puddles reflecting traffic lights. Past late-night cafés and crowds spilling out of bars. Her boots struck the pavement like a metronome counting down to something she didn’t want to face.
The fight played on a loop in her head. Over and over.
Evelyn’s voice—cool, sharp, measured. Her face blank and untouchable. Harper had seen Evelyn angry before. Had seen her weaponize silence and charm. But this had been something else. A deliberate withdrawal. A return to the woman the world knew: Director Voss, composed and ruthless.

You already decided I was the villain.

Had she?
Harper didn’t know anymore. She felt like she’d been standing in the middle of a battlefield where the sides kept shifting. What started as a story had become something personal, intimate. Dangerous in a way that had nothing to do with exposés or procurement fraud.
It was about vulnerability.
And now it was broken.
She hailed a cab outside a twenty-four hour pharmacy, voice rough when she gave her address. The driver said nothing. Just drove.
The apartment was dark when she unlocked the door and stepped inside. The lights from the street filtered through the blinds in horizontal lines, striping the walls with gold and shadow. Her wine glass from the night before still sat on the bench, untouched.
She didn’t bother with the light.
She walked straight to her desk.
The laptop was already open, the screen in sleep mode. She tapped the space bar and watched the article bloom into view—her headline sharp and accusatory in bold black font.


Grand Theft at Voss Nexus:




Government Funds Missing, Executive Cover-Ups Unveiled.


Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.
She could send it right now. Attach the files, press submit, and let it go.
It was ready. The evidence was solid. Names redacted where necessary. Facts airtight.
But her hands wouldn’t move.
Because once it went live, it was over. There would be no turning back. Evelyn wouldn’t just be collateral damage—she’d be the face of a scandal, even if Harper hadn’t written her name. The world wouldn’t care. The world would assume .
Harper closed her eyes.
This story would win awards. It would expose corruption at the highest levels. But at what cost?
She opened her eyes again, lips tight. Her cursor blinked in the corner of the screen. All it needed was a click.
But Harper—furious and broken—sat frozen in front of the story she had built her whole life to write…and couldn’t bring herself to destroy the woman she still loved.
Not yet.
What she needed was a plan.
Not emotion. Not anger. Not another fight she couldn’t win.
She pushed her chair back from the desk and stood, dragging both hands through her hair. The city outside pulsed with a quiet rhythm, but Harper didn’t move toward her bed. Didn’t pour a drink. She paced once, twice, then turned back to the laptop and opened a new document.
If she couldn’t publish the full story yet, she needed to give her editor something . A placeholder. A spark without the full flame.
And she had it.
Gregory Lane.
The HR scandal was real, documented, and damning. Testimonies, emails, silence from management. It was a story in its own right—an indictment of a powerful man abusing his position, protected by complicity until Evelyn had finally fired him.
It wouldn’t shake Parliament.
But it would sell.
And it would keep her editor off her back.
She opened the folder marked “Internal Witnesses” and pulled up the statements from the women. Some were long, full of gut-churning detail. Others were terse, clipped, afraid of saying too much. Harper read each one again, her gut tightening.
Lane had cultivated fear with precision. Late-night messages. Inappropriate remarks in meetings. Promotions dangled and withdrawn. And the cover-up was just as cruel. The women hadn’t just suffered—they’d been silenced .
She started typing.

Gregory Lane, former Voss Nexus executive, dismissed amid multiple allegations of workplace harassment.

The words came quickly—no hesitation, no conflict. This part was easy. This part was clear.
She wasn’t ready to take down the whole tower.
But she could start tearing away at the foundation.
And when the time came—when she had her story airtight, when she could be sure Evelyn hadn’t played her—then she’d publish the rest.
But tonight, Harper would burn just one of the guilty.
And that, for now, would be enough.
She kept writing.
Each line sharpened the frame around Gregory Lane—his rise through the company, the internal culture that enabled him, the whispered warnings passed between women in hushed conversations. And the silence. The years of silence.
Harper laid it all out—testimony after testimony, the culture of fear, the inaction from HR.
But when she got to the termination, she hesitated.
Her fingers hovered over the keys.
She could just state the facts: Lane was fired. Quietly. Efficiently.
But that wasn’t the whole truth, was it?
Because Evelyn Voss hadn’t just fired him. She’d torn through HR and legal red tape in less than a day. No spin, no cover-up. The man had been out the door within forty-eight hours of Harper bringing the information to her.
And Harper couldn’t help herself.
She began to type.


Lane’s dismissal came swiftly after Director Evelyn Voss was made aware of the allegations. Sources within the company confirm she acted decisively, meeting directly with impacted employees and taking immediate action. For a company long criticized for its male-dominated leadership, the move marks a turning point. One woman inside Voss Nexus said, “It’s the first time I’ve felt seen.”


Harper paused, reading the words back.
It wasn’t a lie.
But it wasn’t exactly detached reporting either.
Still, she didn’t delete it.
She left it in—because part of her wanted Evelyn to read it. Wanted her to know that Harper saw her too, even now. That for all the hurt and betrayal, she couldn’t forget the way Evelyn had stood up—cold, composed, and furious—for women who had been silenced too long.
She clicked Save , then hit Send to Editor before she could overthink it.
It wasn’t the story she came here to write.
But it was the truth.
And maybe, in some twisted way, it was also a message.

T  he newsroom was already humming when Harper walked in the next morning, eyes hidden behind dark glasses, coffee in one hand, resolve in the other.
She hadn’t slept.
Not really.
She’d closed her laptop just before dawn and stared at the ceiling until her alarm buzzed. But something about sending the Lane story had settled a knot in her chest—tight, but no longer choking her.
As she crossed the floor, she could feel eyes on her. Whispers. The newsroom grapevine was faster than any newswire, and everyone knew she was working on something big.
She made it to her desk just as her editor, Wallace Beckett, leaned out of his glass office and motioned for her to come in.
“Price,” he said. “Got a minute?”
She followed him in and closed the door behind her.
He was holding a printout of her article, red pen in one hand, though the page looked mostly untouched. He waved it slightly as he leaned against his desk.
“This is good,” he said. “Strong structure. Clean sourcing. Real teeth.”
Harper nodded once. “Thanks.”
He tilted his head. “But I’ve got to ask—why stop with Lane?”
Harper hesitated.
He gestured toward the paper. “I mean, come on. We’ve all heard you were onto something bigger. Procurement fraud, shell companies, government ties… this is solid work, but it’s not the kill shot I expected.”
“It’s not time for that,” she said calmly. “Yet.”
He narrowed his eyes, more curious than irritated. “You sitting on something, Price?”
“I’m building something,” she replied. “This is just the start. Lane is the first domino.”
He watched her for a beat, then slowly nodded. “You’re playing the long game?”
“I’m making sure when we publish the full story,” she said, voice steady, “no one can bury it. No one can sue it out of existence. No one walks away clean.”
Wallace leaned back in his chair. “You’ve got a week. Maybe two. After that, I start pushing.”
“Fair.”
He tapped the paper. “I like what you said about Voss. Makes her harder to pin down. Complicates the narrative.”
Harper gave a tight smile. “That’s because she is complicated.”
He harumphed. “Aren’t we all?”
Harper turned to go.
“Oh, and Harper?”
She looked back.
“You’ve got something here. Just don’t let it burn you before you finish it.”
She gave him a quick nod and stepped back out into the newsroom.
Her heartbeat had steadied. Her mind was already turning again, calculating next steps.
The game was back on.
But this time, she was going to win on her own terms.
Back at her desk, Harper dropped into her chair and pulled the USB from her bag. Her fingers moved without hesitation, slotting it into her laptop and opening the master folder—hundreds of files now, sorted and cross-referenced, built off weeks of whispers, stolen records, and reluctant confessions.
She scanned through it all again. Procurement data. Email chains. Internal communications. Shell company documents linked to government supply chains. The spreadsheet Lucinda had provided. The coded notes from Dyson’s folder.
There was a pattern. She could feel it, just beneath the surface—like a thread buried under concrete.
Lane had been a puppet. Weeks too. Jolene had admitted pressure from above, but hadn’t named names. Lucinda had been blackmailed. Dyson had been silenced—whether by fear or force, she still didn’t know.
And yet… the machine had kept moving.
Even after Evelyn started cleaning house.
Even after Harper started publishing.
That meant one thing.

Someone still inside Voss Nexus was pulling the strings.

Not in the background. Not vaguely. Someone active. Someone with enough access to approve duplicate orders, reroute shipments, and pressure mid-level staff into compliance.
Harper exhaled. I’ve been too focused on the periphery.

She opened a second window and typed in the name: Colin Drew .
Logistics director. Old-school company man. Polished, careful, unshakable. He’d been defensive during their first interview—charming, evasive, and very good at playing dumb.
But she remembered the way he’d hesitated when she brought up Dyson. The flicker in his eyes. The way he’d changed the subject too quickly.
He knew more.
Maybe not everything. But something.
And now that Lane and Weeks were out of the picture, maybe Colin would be nervous. Maybe he’d talk.
Maybe he’d slip.
Harper shut her laptop and reached for her phone.
She scrolled through her contacts, found the number Evelyn had given her weeks ago, and texted it without hesitation.

Colin— I’d like to follow up on our previous interview. Tomorrow morning? Your office or mine.

She stared at the message for a second, then hit send.
Whatever had been between her and Evelyn was over.
But the investigation wasn’t.
And Colin Drew had just moved to the top of her list.



 Chapter Thirty 

E  velyn’s black car glided to a stop outside Voss Nexus.
She didn’t wait for the driver. She opened the door herself and stepped out onto the pavement—sharp lines, clean silhouette, heels striking the concrete in crisp clicks. Her charcoal coat billowed around her legs as the early morning breeze tugged at the hem.
The building loomed tall, all mirrored steel and glass. Cold and impenetrable. Just how she liked it.
Inside, staff fell silent as she passed through the foyer. Conversations faltered. Heads dipped. One intern nearly spilled his coffee. Evelyn didn’t stop. She moved with purpose, ignoring the hum of tension in the air.
The elevator ride was silent. Her reflection in the polished doors stared back: composed, distant, unreadable. But the stillness only made the tight coil in her chest more noticeable.
She hadn’t slept well.
As the doors slid open on the executive level, Rae stood waiting at the door of her office suite. “Morning,” she said, falling into step beside Evelyn. “Colin Drew is in already.”
“Good,” Evelyn said coolly. “I’ll deal with him shortly.”
Rae hesitated. “You may not get the chance.”
Evelyn stopped mid-step and turned. “Why?”
Rae met her eyes. “Harper has an interview booked with him at ten o’clock. She sent the request yesterday afternoon—Colin confirmed it with me.”
There was a beat of silence, then Rae added, “She’s not wasting time.”
Evelyn turned sharply and strode toward her office. She tossed her coat across the back of her chair, picked up her phone, and typed a text message.

I will be attending your interview with Colin Drew at 10 a.m.

The reply came faster than expected.

You can attend. But only if you don’t participate.

Evelyn clamped her jaw shut.

I won’t sit silently if he lies.


Then don’t come.


I have a right to know what’s being said inside my company.

A longer pause.
Then: I’ll ask the questions.

Evelyn stared at the screen, seething.
She didn’t reply.
She didn’t have to.
Let Harper have her little kingdom in the boardroom.
Evelyn would be there anyway.
And if Colin Drew lied today, if he so much as blinked out of order—she’d make damn sure it was the last lie he ever told inside her walls.
Evelyn sank into her chair, the smooth leather cool against her back. She stared at the Sydney skyline for a long moment, letting the sharp edge of her anger settle into something colder—more useful.
Then she picked up her phone and scrolled to the name she never should’ve had to call this morning: Elliot Voss.
She tapped it.
He answered on the second ring, his voice as casual as if he were taking a golf call. “Morning, Evelyn. I assume you’re calling to thank me.”
“Don’t patronize me,” she snapped.
There was a pause.
Elliot’s tone shifted. “Evelyn⁠—”
“You went to her apartment,” she said bitterly. “You walked into her home and tried to buy her off like she was some tabloid parasite.”
“She is a journalist. And a dangerous one at that.”
“She’s also a person. One who deserved some basic courtesy.”
Elliot sighed. “I did what you wouldn’t. I made her an offer.”
“And you made it look like I was behind it,” Evelyn said coldly. “Do you have any idea what you did? She can crucify me in the press.”
“She’s writing the story either way, Evelyn. I gave her a door out.”
“You gave her a reason to hate me.”
“She already does ,” he said, unbothered. “And she’ll do worse than hate you once this story runs.”
Evelyn closed her eyes briefly, furious.
“You’ve always thought you could fix things with money,” she said. “But you don’t understand people. You never did.”
“People break, Evelyn. Everyone has a pressure point. I taught you that.”
She straightened in her chair. “You taught me how to win. But not everything is a transaction.”
Another pause. Then, with a faint edge of amusement, he said, “You’re softening. That’s dangerous.”
“No,” she said. “I’m cleaning house. I’m rebuilding from the inside. And next time you interfere in my business or my life, you won’t be warned. You’ll be shut out.”
“You need me more than you admit.”
“I needed you ten years ago,” she said. “Now I just want you to stay out of my way.”
She hung up before he could answer, the line cutting off with a satisfying click.
For a moment, Evelyn sat in the silence, her temper under control now. She turned her phone face-down on the desk and reached for her notes.

T  he email from Rae had been brief: They’re heading down now. Meeting Room 5A.

Evelyn didn’t reply. She rose from her desk, smoothed down her skirt, and walked out without a word.
The corridors on Level three were quieter—far from the executive offices, closer to where real work happened. Less glass, more matte white walls and neutral carpet. She didn’t usually come down here. But today, she wasn’t observing from above.
Today, she was stepping into the battlefield.
At the end of the hallway, Harper walked several paces ahead, purposeful as ever—black trousers, rolled sleeves, her hair pulled into a messy bun that made her look sharper, more dangerous. She didn’t glance back. Didn’t slow. She knew Evelyn was there— the tension in her shoulders gave her away.
Evelyn followed. She didn’t speak.
Harper reached the door to the meeting room, pushed it open, and stepped aside just enough to let Evelyn follow.
Colin Drew sat at the table inside.
He rose the moment he saw them, looking older than she remembered. More tired. The top button of his shirt was undone, and when he adjusted his cuffs with jittery fingers, Evelyn caught the faint tremor.

Good, she thought. He was nervous.
“Director Voss,” he said, offering a short nod. “Ms. Price.”
“Mr. Drew,” Harper replied smoothly, already sliding into a seat across from him.
Evelyn didn’t say a word. She walked to the far end of the table and sat with one leg crossed over the other, hands resting on the armrests like a queen presiding over a hearing.
Colin glanced between them, clearly unsure which way the wind was blowing.
Harper pulled out her recorder and pressed a button. A soft beep sounded.
“This is a continuation of our previous discussion,” she said evenly. “Let’s begin.”
Evelyn leaned back, eyes fixed on Colin Drew, ready to watch him unravel.
Harper’s voice was calm, almost casual, but Evelyn had seen this act before. The steady tone. The polite phrasing. It was all misdirection—like catching a fish with a lure.
Across the table, Colin Drew shifted in his seat, trying to match her composure.
Harper glanced down at her notes. “Let’s revisit the acquisition requests from April and June last year—specifically the dual orders processed under the Radian contract.”
Colin smiled faintly. “That was reviewed already by Finance.”
“I’m aware,” Harper said. “I’m asking why Logistics signed off on equipment listed as received when the internal shipping manifests marked it as pending.”
Colin paused. “There was likely a delay in reconciliation. It happens.”
“On a multimillion-dollar line item?” she said, raising a brow. “Delayed twice. Two separate orders. Two separate destinations—one of which doesn’t exist.”
Evelyn watched his fingers twitch. He adjusted his cuff again.
“I’m not involved in warehouse routing,” he said. “That falls under distribution.”
Harper tilted her head. “Then why did you sign off on the adjustments?”
Colin’s smile thinned. “I reviewed the summaries. They were consistent with the previous reports.”
“Which were falsified,” Harper said, her tone sharpening. “You reviewed forged summaries. Either you didn’t check the originals—which makes you negligent—or you knew they were false.”
“I don’t think that’s a fair characterization.”
Evelyn crossed her arms. “It’s not a characterization, Mr. Drew. It’s a direct observation of your approval record.”
His eyes flicked to her, startled. She hadn’t said a word until now.
Harper leaned in. “Let me make it simple: Were you aware that duplicate orders were being routed through dummy vendors linked to shell companies?”
Colin exhaled, a little too fast. “I didn’t create those vendors.”
“But you approved them,” Harper pressed. “You signed the internal ledger entries. Authorized payment releases.”
“I wasn’t the only one signing off,” he muttered. “Those approvals require multi-level clearance.”
“Whose clearance?” Evelyn asked quietly.
Colin froze.
His mouth opened, then closed.
Harper’s eyes narrowed. “Who else signed off, Colin?”
Silence stretched. His hand clenched on the table, the cuff of his shirt wrinkling under the grip.
“I was told not to question it,” he said finally. “It came from above.”
“Who?” Evelyn asked.
Colin hesitated, then looked straight at her.
“You already know who. I was following protocol. The approvals came down from Procurement Oversight Committee.”
Harper blinked. “That committee was disbanded last year.”
“I know,” Colin said. “But the files kept coming. The purchase orders, the flags—they were still routed to that group on paper.”
Harper stared at him. “And you went along with it.”
Colin looked down. “Yes.”
Evelyn sat back slowly, heart pounding so quietly she could hear the blood in her ears.
He’d just admitted to it.
Not just complicity. Knowledge, and the involvement of a shadow operation that had been papered over with fake bureaucratic noise.
Colin had just handed them something real.
And he knew it.
Harper leaned forward; her eyes locked on him like a hawk ready for the kill. “You said the committee was disbanded. But the files still routed through it. Are you telling me someone inside the company was keeping a phantom committee alive?”
Colin’s fingers tapped restlessly on the table. “I’m saying… not everything was what it looked like.”
Evelyn’s voice was low. “Then make it plain, Mr. Drew.”
Colin glanced between them—between Harper’s razor-edged focus and Evelyn’s frozen stare—and for the first time, he looked cornered . Really cornered.
“I was approached five years ago,” he said slowly. “Someone flagged a procurement trail for me—told me to push it through without questions. Said it was pre-cleared at the federal level.”
“Who?” Harper demanded.
Colin hesitated.
Evelyn’s eyes narrowed. “Name.”
“Who else?” Harper asked. “Who signed off after Dyson?”
Colin’s eyes dropped. “He didn’t say. Just ‘friends in Canberra.’” His voice cracked. “Messages came anonymously—encrypted. Instructions, payment routes, new shell companies to approve.”
“And you never questioned it?” Evelyn asked coldly.
“But the moment I pushed back,” Colin snapped, “Dyson made it clear—I could be part of the machine, or I could get crushed by it.”
Harper’s voice turned sharp. “That’s rubbish. You were a logistics director, Colin. You weren’t just part of the machine. You kept it running. ”
Colin’s composure splintered. “It was Dyson.”
“No, Colin. I have Dyson’s notes. You controlled him. Threatened his family if he didn’t cooperate.”
Evelyn looked at Harper incredulously. She had somehow gotten possession of Dyson’s private papers.
Colin sagged into his chair, sweating now.
“I didn’t do it alone,” he muttered. “I was just the inside man. The real power? That was always coming from outside.”
“From the government,” Harper said, her voice suddenly quiet.
Colin nodded. “Mid-tier officials. One of them used to work procurement in Defence. I never had a name—just instructions and offshore account numbers.”
“And you kept records?” Harper asked.
He nodded again. “Not on the company servers. But I kept copies. In case they turned on me.”
Evelyn exchanged a glance with Harper. The same unspoken conclusion passed between them.
They finally had something solid.
And now, they had to find out just how deep the corruption went.
Colin shifted again, rolling his shoulders like he could shake the pressure off. But there was no escaping it now. Not from Harper. Not from Evelyn.
Evelyn’s nails tapped once on the table.
“I want everything you have,” she said. “Now. Offshore accounts. Communication logs. Email trails. Every name you’ve ever worked with.”
Colin didn’t flinch. “That’s not how this works.”
“No?” Harper asked. “Because from where I’m sitting, you just confessed to federal procurement fraud, corporate sabotage, and collusion with a criminal enterprise.”
Colin sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “And yet here I am. Not in handcuffs.”
Evelyn stared at him. “Not yet.”
He chuckled, low and derisive. “You think you're in control? Both of you? You’re chasing shadows. I’m the one you can see—but I’m not the one you should be afraid of.”
Evelyn didn’t move. Didn’t blink.
Harper broke the silence. “Then give us a name.”
Colin leaned forward, eyes glittering. “They’re powerful people.”
Harper’s lips parted slightly.
Evelyn’s hands curled into fists in her lap.
The war wasn’t just inside Voss Nexus anymore.
It was lodged in Parliament House.



 Chapter Thirty-One 

H  arper leaned back in her chair, staring at the screen.
The flickering documents and spreadsheets seemed to blur together after so many hours. But she needed to keep busy. It took her mind off Evelyn—off the dreadful breakup.
Off the pain that clutched at her heart just thinking about at her.
Off her loneliness.
Since that meeting, she’d been chasing shadows all day, digging into Voss Nexus’s outside contacts.
But there were two names that kept coming up in the records, popping up like beacons in the fog.
Minister James Langley, and socialite Liliana Ward.
Harper was sure that one of them was behind it all. Both had enough importance to control Colin Drew, and both had been seen socializing with him often. They were the perfect suspects—each powerful in their own right, each with the kind of clout that could silence anyone who got too close to the truth.
Her first instinct had been to focus on Liliana Ward—she was politically savvy, and a known government influencer. Liliana had the connections, and Harper knew she wasn’t afraid to use them. But as Harper sifted through the files, she realized that Langley’s involvement couldn’t be ignored—the man had been the Minister for Defence for the last four years.
Still, Harper wasn’t ready to make any conclusions just yet. She needed more. Something solid.
She spent the next few hours diving into Langley’s political history.
The man was slippery. His public image impeccable, but Harper knew better than to be fooled by a polished facade. He was a career politician, coming up through the ranks.
She pulled up his campaign donations and scrolled through the list. The numbers were overwhelming, donations from every corner of the country. He had received an unusually high number of funds from corporate donors in his career.
The man had power.
Langley was a public figure. He had the entire government system at his disposal. Harper realized that if he was involved, he could be hiding in plain sight. He was too protected, his name too well-known for a scandal to stick. But there were cracks in the system—cracks Harper was determined to find.
She moved her focus to Liliana Ward.
She intrigued Harper—elegant, calculating, the kind of woman who wielded power without anyone ever realizing she was doing it. As she scrolled through the press releases, she saw Liliana in the background of many high-profile events, always close to the action. She was wealthy, connected, and had ties to some of the biggest names in politics and business. Her influence ran deep, though more discreet than Langley’s overt control.
The more Harper dug, the more she saw how intertwined Liliana was with Voss Nexus. As a major shareholder, she had been present at every key meeting that included Colin Drew, often appearing near him at public events.
Harper started pulling the threads—financial backers, campaign sponsors—and the more she researched, the clearer it became. Liliana was more than just an observer. She was an active participant in shaping deals, using her wealth and connections to influence corporate decisions, including Voss Nexus’s billion-dollar contract. The parties she hosted, the people she entertained—they were more than just social events. They were opportunities for Liliana to strengthen her network, to tighten her grip on the people who could help her advance her own agenda.
Colin Drew, the man at the centre of the fraud—the one with the power to launder the funds, to move the money—was being controlled, and Liliana Ward, with her wealth, her political connections, and her sharp mind, was in a position to do so.
Could she be the puppet master, pulling the strings from behind the scenes?
But as Harper looked at the evidence, she couldn’t ignore the other possibility—the one that had been growing in her mind since she first started connecting the dots. She could be hand in hand with James Langley who controlled the government subsidies, the one who could push through contracts for Voss Nexus. His political position gave him the kind of power to make sure no one ever questioned the deals being made.
Harper leaned back in her chair. She had a decision to make—two paths to follow, two suspects. She had no doubt that Langley or Liliana, or both, were at the heart of the financial manipulation.
Harper rubbed her temples, trying to clear the fog of fatigue. She couldn’t afford to make the wrong move. She needed to investigate both, but for now, she would focus on Liliana.
But how to go about it? Then it came to her. Jean. The lawyer had a history with Liliana.
But Harper would have to eat humble pie.
She picked up her phone and dialled the number. "Jean, it’s me."
The voice on the end was cool. “What do you want, Harper?”
Harper grimaced. She probably would have to grovel. "I need a favour.”
There was a pause on the other side. “You want me to help you after brushing me off?”
“Yeah…well…us getting together again seemed like a bad idea.”
“I only wanted to see if we had any spark left,” replied Jean, sounding peevish. “You always were a hard one to pin down. What’s the favour?”
“I want to meet Liliana Ward informally. To get to know her. Can you swing it?”
“You have a thing for her?”
Harper gave a snort. “No, I haven’t a thing for her. I’d hardly ask you to set me up if I did. She’s a piece of the puzzle in my investigation.”
“Shit, Harper. Be careful there. She has powerful friends.”
Harper sizzled out a breath. “I’m fully aware of that. That’s why I want to meet her in a social setting. Can you ask her out for a drink tonight? Maybe at Maxies?"
There was a brief pause before Jean said, “Maxies is above your pay grade.”
“I have a pass to get in.”
Jean sniffed. “I won’t ask who you bribed to get that. Where will you be?”
“I’ll be at the bar. You could ask me to join you for a drink.”
“Okay. But you’ll be the third wheel. You won’t be able to stay with us all night.”
“I’ll get Margo to ring you and you could pretend you have something urgent to attend to for half an hour. I’ll stay with her until you return.”
A chuckle echoed on the other end of the phone. “Always the devious one. Okay, why not. It could be an amusing night.”

H  arper arrived early, dressed in a red cocktail dress and ready for action.
She took a seat at the bar. The dim lighting and the low murmur of conversations made it the perfect setting for the subtle meeting. Harper sipped her wine, keeping an eye on the door for Jean and Liliana. It wasn’t long before they walked in, both having such natural elegance and confidence it made them the centre of attention in the room.
They took seats at the bar, ordered drinks and began quietly talking.
After a respectable time, Jean’s eyes settled on Harper at the end of the bar and she said something to Liliana, who nodded.
Jean smiled over at her. “Harper, come and join us,” she called out.
Harper picked up her wine and walked over. “Hi Jean. Liliana. You sure I’m not intruding?”
“Of course not,” said Liliana. “Have a drink with us. Are you waiting for someone?”
“I was,” said Harper finishing the rest of her wine with a gulp. “But she rang and said she couldn’t make it.”
“Oh, poor you. Stood up,” said Jean with a gleam in her eyes.
Harper gave a soft laugh. “I’m Nigel No Friend tonight.”
“Then you definitely will need another drink,” said Liliana with a smile. She signalled to the bartender. “Another round please.”
They began to talk and Harper found Liliana delightful with a clever wit. They laughed and chattered for over an hour when Jean’s phone rang. She glanced at the ID, grimaced and said apologetically, “Sorry. I have to take this.”
Liliana’s gaze flicked fondly to Jean. “Harper will entertain me while you’re gone.” She took a slow sip of her cocktail, watching Harper over the rim. “Maxies is one of my favourite spots. You’d be surprised how much business gets done in places like this,” she said casually, twirling her glass. “And people feel comfortable. They open up, whether they mean to or not. You must know how that works being a journalist.”
Harper tilted her head to study her. “You sound like you know how to play the game, too.”
Liliana chuckled; her expression playful. “I don’t play the game. I just understand how it’s played. You don’t get to the top without learning a few tricks along the way. So, tell me, Harper—how is your investigation of Voss Nexus going?”
Harper couldn’t believe her luck—she didn’t have to bring it up. she leaned forward, trying to make the most of this opportunity. “Oh, you know, just piecing things together. Voss Nexus, the government contracts. Truth always has a way of coming to light.”
Liliana’s smile didn’t falter. “I’m sure. But there’s always a fine line between truth and what people want to believe. I think most people would rather accept what’s easy. It’s safer.”
“Is that what you do? Accept things as they are?” Harper asked, her curiosity piqued.
Liliana’s gaze softened as she met Harper’s eyes. “I don’t accept things, Harper. I make things work. And I’ve learned that the truth isn’t always as black and white as people like to think. But I do my best to stay on the right side of things. We all have our ways of keeping our heads above water.”
Harper couldn’t help but notice how calm and charming Liliana was—unshaken and in complete control. This wasn’t a woman who seemed nervous or defensive. Instead, she projected an air of sophistication and confidence, and Harper knew she had to tread carefully.
“Tell me, Liliana,” Harper continued, her voice quieter now. “You’ve been connected to Colin Drew, haven’t you?”
Liliana didn’t flinch. In fact, she only smiled, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Colin is just an acquaintance. He is the liaison person for Voss Nexus and I am a major shareholder. There are always people pulling strings in every business, in every deal. But me… I’m more about making sure the pieces stay in place.”
Harper nodded, trying to read between the lines. She wasn’t getting any immediate answers, but there was something in the way Liliana spoke that made Harper feel like she wasn’t hiding anything. As least nothing that concerned this case. Liliana’s charm was so effortless, it was hard to visualize her as a hardened thief.
Liliana laughed, a sound that was both light and carefree. She touched Harper’s hand with the tip of her fingers. “You interest me more than Colin Drew,” she said, “So tell me, what’s really going on? I hear you’re creating a major headache for Evelyn Voss.”
Just as Harper was framing an answer to the question, someone appeared at the door of the lounge.
She stared, not believing her eyes. It was Evelyn.
Evelyn scanned the room, her gaze locking on Harper and Liliana at the bar. Evelyn’s expression tightened, and Harper could feel the chill as she met her eyes.
Evelyn strolled through the room with the grace of a woman who was always in control. Her eyes lingering on Liliana’s fingers on Harper’s hand.
Liliana smiled warmly at her. ““Evelyn, would you like to join us?”
Evelyn nodded to her and ignored Harper. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
“Not at all,” Liliana said. “The more the merrier. This is turning out to be an…interesting night.”
Harper saw the brief flash of something in Evelyn’s gaze, a tightening of her lips as she looked at Liliana. She pulled up a stool and signalled to the bartender. “A whiskey, please and another round for my friends.”
Harper was about to protest that she’d had enough, but shut her mouth. It was better not to say anything but let the night play out. Knowing Evelyn like she did, she knew under her calm exterior, Evelyn was seething.
Liliana, on the other hand, had no intention of talking small talk. It was as if she sensed the tension between Evelyn and Harper and was out to enjoy herself. “Are you meeting anyone here, Evelyn?”
“No,” said Evelyn shortly. “I dropped in for a drink.”
Liliana toyed with the stem of her cocktail glass. “I read the article Harper did on the sexual harassment case in your company. She described you in a very favourable light. A real champion of women’s rights.”
Evelyn’s expression was just short of a sneer. “The lull before the storm.”
That was too much for Harper. “You could display a bit of gratitude, Evelyn,” she snapped.
Evelyn turned to look at her. “Why? You’re wanting brownie points from me now?”
“Of all the thankless, infuriating, conceited…” hissed Harper.
“Conceited? Come now, Harper. You don’t do anything without a motive.”
“And you would know all about motives,” Harper ground out, keeping her voice low. “You sit in that fucking cold ivory tower of yours and don’t give a stuff about anyone except your goddamn company.” She finished her wine with a gulp, and rose from the stool. “Thanks, Liliana for your company. I’m off home,” she said and stalked out.



 Chapter Thirty-Two 

E  velyn watched Harper’s retreating figure disappear through the lounge door. The stool where she’d sat still spun slightly, abandoned in her wake.
Evelyn’s hand remained wrapped around her whiskey glass, fingers white-knuckled, her body frozen. But her mind was racing, boiling under the surface.
Liliana swirled the last of her cocktail. “Well,” she said, her tone light but unmistakably amused, “that was…dramatic.”
Evelyn clenched her teeth. She took a long, slow sip of her whiskey before replying. “Did you know she’d be here?”
Liliana’s brows rose. “Should I have?”
“You’ve always been good at orchestrating the room,” Evelyn said flatly, setting the glass down with a clunk. “I wouldn’t put it past you.”
Liliana leaned her cheek against her palm, smiling like a cat with a saucer of cream. “Please. I’m good at reading a room, not playing Cupid. Jean set this up, not me. I just said yes to a drink.”
“Harper was using you,” Evelyn said, voice frosty.
“Oh, I know. But let’s not pretend it wasn’t mutual.” Liliana’s eyes gleamed. “You should’ve seen how she looked at me when I started talking about Voss Nexus. Hungry, sharp. She’s good at pretending to flirt when she wants information.” She paused, then added pointedly, “Almost as good as you are at pretending not to care.”
Evelyn’s nostrils flared. “Is that what you think this is? That I care who Harper has drinks with?”
Liliana gave a soft, knowing laugh. “No. I think you’re furious because you care too much .”
Evelyn turned away slightly, scanning the bar as if it might offer her a reason to walk out. But she stayed seated. Just for a moment longer.
Liliana watched her carefully. “You were right, though. She’s trouble. But God, isn’t she interesting?”
“I wouldn’t use that word,” Evelyn muttered.
“Wouldn’t you?” Liliana leaned forward; her voice low. “You know what I think? I think she’s under your skin in a way no one else has ever managed before. And that pisses you off.”
Evelyn looked back at her, gaze ice-cold. “Do you think you know me?”
“You’re a rare type, Evelyn.” Liliana smiled again, softer this time. “You’re a woman who prides herself on being above emotion. Love, jealousy—they shouldn’t be in the equation.”
Evelyn’s throat tightened at the word love , and she covered it with another swallow of whiskey. “As you said, Harper was digging for information.”
“Oh, I know that. But she still smiled at me like I was special.” Liliana traced the rim of her glass. “And you—well, you walked in looking like you wanted to murder us both.”
Evelyn’s fingers twitched, nails tapping against the crystal glass. “You really are annoying, Liliana.”
“And you’re not?” Liliana’s tone was almost playful. “Come on. We both expect to get everything we want.”
That hit a nerve, and Evelyn stood suddenly, pushing her stool back with a low scrape. She adjusted her coat, gathering what was left of her dignity. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
“I always do,” Liliana said, lifting her glass in salute. “Especially when you make an appearance.”
Evelyn didn’t look back.
Outside, the night air struck her face, sharp and cold. She stepped onto the curb and exhaled slowly, forcing her shoulders down.
It had been a shock to see Harper here tonight. The moment she’d walked in and seen Harper laughing with Liliana Ward of all people, something had twisted hard in her gut.
Jealousy. Raw and ugly.
Evelyn paced slowly toward the car park; hands shoved deep into her coat pockets. Her mind spun backward to the fight, when Harper had accused her of being ungrateful, when she’d walked out, leaving Evelyn hollow and furious and wanting.
She couldn’t believe Harper was out drinking with Liliana, looking radiant.
She was hers.

No. Not hers anymore.
She reached her car, but didn’t get in. Instead, she stood leaning against the driver’s side door, forehead tilted to the cool metal, breathing hard.

She was with Liliana Ward. The irony of it wasn’t lost on her. The woman was a potential suspect—Evelyn’s lawyers had warned her more than once about Liliana’s lobbying, her stake in Voss Nexus, her clever little tendrils in every lucrative deal.
Yet Harper had looked at Evelyn tonight like she was the enemy.
Maybe she was.
She raked a hand through her hair, knocking the pins loose from her bun. The strands fell in waves down her back—so much for holding it together.
Harper’s voice echoed in her mind: You don’t give a stuff about anyone except your goddamn company.

It wasn’t true. It wasn’t.

You want brownie points now?

The words had come out cruelly. She knew the moment they’d left her mouth that they would land hard. She could still see the flicker in Harper’s eyes; hurt, barely masked by her fury. And she had every right to be. Harper hadn’t published anything derogatory about Evelyn. On the contrary, she’d made her out to be a champion of women’s rights, one of the good guys.
This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to care.
But she did. And it was tearing her to pieces. Evelyn slid into the driver’s seat, shut the door with more force than necessary, and sat in the dark.
Her hands gripped the steering wheel like it might hold her together. The windshield offered nothing but her own reflection—flushed cheeks, tight mouth, eyes burning with something she didn’t want to name.

I miss you. God help me.

She hadn’t said it aloud, not yet. But the truth pulsed beneath her skin, a bitter rhythm that wouldn’t stop.
Harper’s words kept circling her brain like a cracked record: You don’t give a stuff about anyone except your goddamn company.

That look in her eyes—pride shielding heartbreak. Evelyn had seen it before. In a mirror.
Her control was unravelling, and tonight, she didn’t care. The icy mask she wore to boardrooms and briefings was slipping, cracking with every breath.
She stared at her phone, thumb hovering over Harper’s name.
Don’t.
You’ll make it worse. You always make it worse.
Evelyn dropped the phone on the passenger seat.
But she couldn’t drive home. Not yet.
She didn’t remember deciding to go to Harper’s apartment—only that twenty minutes later, she was parked across the street from it, engine off, headlights dimmed.
The street was mostly quiet. The odd pedestrian. A delivery scooter whining past. Evelyn sat back in her seat, coat still buttoned to the throat, watching the third-floor window with the soft yellow glow.
She could picture it. Harper pacing, drink in hand. Maybe curled up on the couch, laptop open, cursing her name.
She didn’t know what she wanted. To knock on the door and apologize? To pick another fight? To touch her again?
No. That wasn’t the point. She just needed to be near her. To remind herself that Harper was real. Alive. Not gone.
Evelyn swallowed hard, resting her forehead briefly on the steering wheel.
Then movement caught her eye.
A black car rolled slowly up the street. Not flashy, but not cheap either. It parked just down the block—outside Harper’s building.
Evelyn straightened in her seat, eyes narrowing.
Two men were inside, but neither moved to get out.
Her pulse spiked.
She reached for her phone, flicked open her secure notes, and took down the license plate.
Then she scrolled to the number of the private firm she was paying to watch over Harper. She opened the encrypted app she used to track their activity. No vehicles in the area were registered to her security detail.
Her stomach dropped.
She kept watching.
The men weren’t smoking. Weren’t talking. Just… sitting.
Waiting.
Evelyn’s entire body tensed.
She reached into her glove compartment and pulled out the handgun she kept locked beneath the manuals. Checked it. Slid it under her coat.
The black car remained parked just beyond the reach of the streetlamp. The men inside hadn’t so much as glanced up at Harper’s building, but Evelyn could feel it—this wasn’t coincidence. They were watching.
Then, headlights flared behind them.
A second car turned onto the street—this one smaller, silver, nondescript. It crept forward slowly, then rolled to a stop directly behind the black car.
Evelyn’s brows knit. Her hand tightened on the steering wheel.
The black car, without signalling, pulled away from the curb and disappeared down the road.
The second car stayed parked.
Evelyn watched in silence, heart pounding.
She tapped the screen of her phone and checked the live GPS overlay of her contracted security.
One dot glowed, synced to the car parked just below Harper’s apartment. Registered. Verified. Hers.

A thread of tension unwound in her chest.
She looked back toward Harper’s window, still softly lit. A shadow moved briefly across it. Maybe Harper pacing. Maybe nothing.
Evelyn leaned back against the headrest.
It hadn’t been her people watching Harper earlier. That black car was unknown—uninvited. And they’d only left when the real team arrived.
Someone else was watching Harper.
And now she was being watched, too.
Her phone buzzed.
Text from Rae: “Got the update. That plate isn’t in any official database. I’ll keep digging. You did the right thing staying. We’ll track movement from the area—stay alert.”

Evelyn stared at the screen, then glanced back at Harper’s building.
She felt sick with the implication.
This wasn’t just pressure. This was threat .
And Harper didn’t even know.
Evelyn didn’t turn the ignition.
She’d stay a little longer. Just in case.



 Chapter Thirty-Three 

H  arper slammed the apartment door behind her. She stormed into the kitchen, yanked open the fridge, and grabbed the half-empty bottle of Chardonnay.
Evelyn had the gall to show up at Maxies.
She poured the wine into a glass and took a long, angry swallow, her fingers clenched around the stem. All her careful planning to get Liliana alone had been wrecked when
Evelyn waltzed in, and turned it into a power play.
She leaned back against the, staring at the dark window. God, she was an exhausting, infuriating woman.
The way Evelyn had looked at her—like Harper was some unruly intern who needed putting in her place. The calculated grace, the steely tone, the barely concealed jealousy. And Harper had fallen right into the trap. Snapping back. Losing her cool. In front of Liliana Ward , of all people.
She kicked off her shoes, one landing against the wall with a hollow thud.
“You sit on your fucking throne,” she muttered, “like I should be grateful you even talk to me.”
She refilled her glass, ignoring the wine sloshing over the edge and down her fingers.
Liliana had been easy. Elegant, clever, charming—but approachable. Harper could’ve coaxed something useful out of that conversation. She’d been getting somewhere.
Until Evelyn Voss strolled in and lit a match under the whole thing.
“And the ‘brownie points’ comment?” Harper snarled at the wine glass. “Who even says that?”
She stalked to the window, glass in hand, chest heaving with indignation. Evelyn had humiliated her—made her look petty and emotional in front of someone Harper was trying to evaluate as a potential co-conspirator in a billion-dollar fraud case.
Because she was jealous.
Because she couldn’t handle the fact Harper might have moved on.
She leaned against the window frame, eyes drifting out over the quiet street. Her reflection in the glass looked wild, hair falling out of its careful twist.
“You’re the one who walked away,” she whispered. “You don’t get to be angry now.”
Then she noticed it.
A black car had pulled up across the road.
Not a cab. Not a delivery vehicle. Just sleek, with tinted windows. Two silhouettes inside. Watching.
Her pulse kicked.
They weren’t looking at anything specific. But they weren’t doing anything either. They were waiting.
She stepped back from the window, heart pounding now for a very different reason.
Could Evelyn have sent someone? No. Harper would’ve known. Evelyn didn’t do subtle.
Her phone buzzed on the kitchen bench. A sharp jolt ran through her chest as she snatched it up.
No ID. Just a message. You’re making enemies, Ms Price. Be careful who you trust.

Harper sucked in a breath.
Her fingers hovered over the screen. She wanted to call Wallace. Or Margo. Or even Evelyn.
But no. Not Evelyn. She didn’t get to be her emergency contact anymore.
Then, outside, a second car turned onto the street.
A silver vehicle, small and plain, rolled up slowly behind the black sedan. No drama. No noise.
And just like that, the black car pulled away.
It didn’t rush. Didn’t peel out. Just eased away from the curb and disappeared down the block.
The silver car stayed.
Harper remained frozen at the window.
She didn’t know who either of them were, but one thing was certain—someone had been watching her.
And someone else had scared them off.
The wine in her glass didn’t taste like victory anymore.
She looked down at the phone in her hand again. The message stared back at her, chilling in its simplicity. Be careful who you trust.

Her eyes flicked back to the street, to the silver car idling in the shadows.
It should’ve made her feel safer. But instead, it made her skin crawl.
She wasn’t just chasing ghosts anymore.
The ghosts had noticed.

H  arper was back in the Farley Press office at seven in the morning, hung over.
She sat in the chair at her desk with coffee strong enough to kill, and opened the computer. Her fingers flew over the keyboard, typing in the name James Langley.
She started first with his campaign donors but the trail proved dead in the water. All the donations were above board, every source legitimate on paper. All were corporations that donated to everyone. No odd shell names, no flagged offshore transfers. She ran the data through tracking tools and even tried checking business registrations. It looped back to the same boring entities—PR consultancies, infrastructure giants, advisory firms. He had no financial or personal ties to any of them.
Langley had nothing obvious to tie him to the fraud. Or at least, nothing she could prove.
Harper sat back in her chair and blew out a slow breath. If he wasn’t sloppy with the money trail, maybe there was another crack in the armour.
She opened a new tab and dug into his travel records—official itineraries, public appearances, parliamentary event logs, media calendars. She laid them out by date and location, looking for absences, inconsistencies.
But Langley’s movements were well-documented. International summits, local inspections, the occasional fundraising gala. All predictable.
Then something odd jumped out.
Not Langley. His wife, Vivienne Langley.
It started with a puff piece she barely registered at first—a glossy society column from last year, listing Vivienne as “a familiar face among Manhattan’s luxury hotel scene .” Harper almost skipped it, until a quote from a boutique hotel concierge caught her attention. “Mrs. Langley stays with us often. Always requests the top floor.”

Harper blinked. She hadn’t realized Vivienne travelled overseas so frequently.
She dug deeper.
Flight logs. Booking leaks. Social mentions. A charity tag in a background Instagram post.
And suddenly, a pattern formed.
Vivienne Langley had made regular trips to New York—at least four times a year—for the past five years. Always low-key. No press coverage. No diplomatic duties. No public explanation.
Harper pulled up more records. Travel dates. Hotel bookings. International events that lined up with each visit.
Then she cross-referenced the trips with major contract announcements—specifically, defence and surveillance technology deals involving Voss Nexus.
That’s when the skin on her arms prickled.
Two of Vivienne’s trips to New York lined up almost exactly with unexplained procurement shifts in Harper’s own files. One of them was the same week Colin Drew had signed off on a massive shipment of surveillance components… parts that had never been delivered to the intended government site.
Harper sat very still.

No way that’s coincidence.

A new possibility formed—dark, and almost too absurd to say out loud.
What if Vivienne wasn’t just a bored minister’s wife?
What if she was part of the grand theft?
If someone had to move stolen tech off the books—sell it to private buyers overseas—who better than someone with diplomatic immunity, high-level connections, and no one watching her?
And what if she wasn’t doing it alone?
Harper opened another window and pulled up images of Colin Drew from public events—photos, briefings, a blurry red carpet shot at a gala. At one function two years ago, Vivienne stood just behind him in the crowd. Not touching. Not close. But smiling. Looking comfortable.
Could they be sleeping together?
She couldn’t prove it. Not yet. But the timeline matched. The shipments, the approvals, the disappearances—and Vivienne, always conveniently out of the country.
And if they were working together? Then Harper wasn’t just chasing corporate fraud anymore.
She was looking at international smuggling, government-level cover-ups—and maybe something even dirtier than either of them had imagined.
She leaned back, eyes fixed on the glowing screen, her mind racing.
Vivienne Langley had just become a suspect.
Harper stared at the notes on her screen, fingers poised but unmoving. Vivienne Langley’s travel record gnawed at her, but something didn’t quite fit.
She wasn’t done. Not yet.
Colin Drew.
She pivoted back to him. If Vivienne was the courier, Colin was still the key. Procurement officer, quiet power behind logistics—he was the one who moved the pieces. And he’d been at the heart of every missing shipment.
But what kind of man was he when he wasn’t signing billion-dollar contracts?
Harper pulled up his LinkedIn first. Typical resume fluff: degrees, security clearance levels, government roles. No real insight. His page was professional, scrubbed clean of anything interesting. She clicked through connections. Mostly civil servants, contractors, a few obscure university links. No mention of family. No personal blurbs.
She narrowed her search and dived into his online footprint.
No Twitter. No Instagram. A long-dead Facebook page, untouched for years except for a tagged photo at some kind of awards dinner. The lighting was bad, but Harper zoomed in on the background—nothing unusual. No partner. No name listed.
Then she found it.
A quiet, low-traffic blog linked from a side profile. Sparse posts. A few scattered entries about minimalist design, vintage watches, and interior architecture. Oddly tender for someone who looked like he breathed spreadsheets. There were some restaurant reviews, too—mostly wine bars and fusion places tucked away in Melbourne’s laneways.
Then, buried in the comments on a post from two years ago, someone had replied to one of his food photos.

"Next time, don’t forget to bring me. Still annoyed I missed the truffle gnocchi." — A.

The tone was intimate. Familiar.
She followed the username and traced it to a separate review account—this one filled with casual posts about weekend brunches, art gallery openings, and musicals.
And there, clear as anything, a photo: Colin with a man. Older, stylish, smiling beside him in a private booth. The caption: “Happy ten years, you impossible man.”

Harper leaned back in her chair slowly.
Well, that ruled out an affair with Vivienne.
It was a rare moment of clarity in a fog of manipulation.
She stared at the photo again. They looked good together—content, domestic. Colin wasn’t married, but he wasn’t alone. And he definitely wasn’t straight.
Harper sat back, running a hand through her hair, tension still buzzing through her. That ruled out what she’d been circling around—that maybe Vivienne Langley had been using sex and subtlety to manipulate procurement officers like Colin. But this wasn’t a lovers’ game. At least, not with him.
Which meant something else.
Her thoughts snapped back to the anonymous email she’d received weeks ago. The one that first pointed her toward the fraud, the stolen materials, the ghost shipments.
The line still echoed in her head: “The thief isn’t working alone. They’re having an affair—with someone in politics.”

She’d assumed it pointed to Colin. That he was the thief, and Vivienne the affair. But that theory had just collapsed.
So maybe the thief was someone else entirely.
Someone close to Colin. Someone able to move parts under the radar.
And the affair?
Her gaze drifted back to the travel records. Vivienne. New York. Expensive hotels. Always during key moments in Voss Nexus's procurement timeline.
What if she was the one having the affair?
Not with Colin.
But with someone else powerful. Someone political. Someone in a position to shield her.
Someone who made her feel invincible enough to risk smuggling stolen tech overseas.
Harper’s skin prickled.
She stood up slowly and crossed to the whiteboard on the far side of her cubicle. It was mostly covered in her shorthand notes and names already—but she grabbed a marker and drew a fresh box beneath Vivienne’s name.

LOVER – UNKNOWN

Then she added a question beneath it:

Who protects her? Who benefits?

She capped the pen and stepped back, arms folded.
There was someone else in this mess. Someone with power, proximity, and something to lose.
And Harper was going to find out who.



 Chapter Thirty-Four 

E  velyn didn’t sleep.
She sat in her office just after dawn, the blinds still drawn against the rising sun. The usual early bustle of Voss Nexus felt miles away. Here, everything was silent except for the hum of her desktop monitor and the occasional click of Rae’s fingers on the keyboard beside her.
“I’ve triple-checked,” Rae said, scanning the screen. “That plate doesn’t hit any government registry. Not Defence. Not Federal Police. Not even a private investigator with a clean license.”
Evelyn didn’t look away from her own screen. “So where did it come from?”
Rae sighed. “That’s the thing. I ran a backdoor sweep using one of the dummy clearance logins. We got a ping—not from a government agency. A private surveillance firm.”
Evelyn turned slowly. “Who?”
“Name’s Durnham Solutions . Small. Off-the-books stuff. Registered in Brisbane, but their vehicles are all NSW-plated. Technically, they do ‘corporate security consultation.’ But they’ve got shell accounts all over.”
Evelyn leaned forward. “They’re dirty?”
“Not officially. But not clean either. They’ve been hired for industrial sabotage cases, espionage recovery, even some personal leverage gigs. If someone’s watching Harper, and it’s them , they’re not doing it for her benefit.”
A cold line traced down Evelyn’s spine. “Someone’s hired them to follow her?”
Rae nodded. “Yes. And they’re good at staying in the shadows—most clients use cash, crypto, or burner accounts. No paper trails.”
Evelyn turned back to her monitor, clicking through the firm’s public-facing website—glossy, forgettable, filled with vague words like risk mitigation and reputational assurance . All camouflage.
Evelyn’s nails tapped against the edge of her mouse. “They’re staking out her house.”
“You said they only drove off when the other car showed up,” said Rae.
“Yes.” Evelyn exhaled. “They just didn’t want to be seen.”
“Which means they didn’t know you’d put security on her,” Rae murmured. “They thought she was alone.”
Evelyn’s stomach twisted. The thought of Harper by herself in that apartment, exposed while someone sat in the dark watching her… it made her want to smash something. Or someone.
“We need to trace the payment,” she said. “Who hired Durnham?”
Rae shook her head. “It won’t be easy. Not through the front door.”
“Then go through the basement.” Evelyn’s tone sharpened. “Use old contacts. Call in favours.”
Rae nodded. “I’m on to it,” she said and left the room.

F  our hours later, Evelyn was about to go to lunch when the phone rang.
The name on the screen made her look twice. Her mother.
She stared at it for a few seconds, finger hovering above the screen. Her mother rarely called, and certainly never during business hours. Texts, yes. A birthday card signed with a fountain pen. But a phone call?
Something was very wrong.
She answered, trying to stay composed. “Hello?”
“Evelyn.” Her mother’s voice was low and there was quaver in her voice that she hadn’t heard in a long time. “Are you at work?”
Evelyn leaned back in the chair, one hand resting on the edge of the desk. “Yes. What’s happened?”
Her mother inhaled audibly, then said, “Has your father told you yet?”
Evelyn blinked. “Told me what?”
Another silence—this one heavier. “Oh,” her mother said softly. “I see.”
A beat.
“We’re getting a divorce.”
The words were simple. Delivered in a cool voice, but they hit Evelyn like a sharp slap. She straightened, one hand bracing on the edge of the table. “What?”
“We’ve filed the papers,” her mother said with a little hitch now in her voice. “Everything’s in motion. Your father and I… we haven’t been doing well for a long time. Years, to be honest.”
Evelyn tried to process it. “You didn’t tell me.”
“No. We didn’t. And that was probably a mistake. But you were so busy, and your father thought it was best to keep things… contained.”
“Contained?” Evelyn repeated, incredulous.
“You know what he’s like,” her mother said, bitterness woven into the words. “He doesn’t believe in showing cracks. Not in business. Not in family. Especially not to you.”
Evelyn rose and walked to the window. Sydney’s skyline stretched beyond, bright under the midday sun. But inside, it felt like a shadow had passed over everything.
“Why now, mother?”
“Because I’m done pretending,” her mother replied. “And because I thought you deserved to know before it turns up in a financial column or some paparazzi piece about old money wives.”
Evelyn closed her eyes. Her voice came out low. “Is this about the company?”
“No. This is personal.” Her mother paused, then continued, “We’ve grown apart, Evelyn. That happens after years of compromise and separate bedrooms. This has nothing to do with Voss Nexus.”
Evelyn remained silent. Processing.
“We’ve agreed on the terms,” her mother went on. “He keeps his shares in the company—no transfer, no dilution. That was important to him. I’ll retain the two houses and the New York apartment as well as the trust assets.”
Evelyn closed her eyes. “It’s done?”
“Not yet. But soon.”
Evelyn sat down slowly, her back rigid against the chair. “How are you?” she asked after a moment.
“I’m fine,” her mother said simply. “Ready to move on.”
Evelyn didn’t know what to say to that.
“I’m sure your father will tell you in his own time,” her mother added. “But I didn’t want you blindsided if it leaks before he finds the right angle.”
Evelyn gave a bitter little snort. “He’s always been good at angles.”
“Yes,” her mother said. “He has.” Another pause, then for the first time in a very long time, her mother sounded vulnerable. “I would like your support, Evelyn.”
“You have it, Mother. If you want me to help sort out things financially, let me know.”
“I’d appreciate that. Now I won’t take up more of your day. Just… look after yourself.”
And then the call ended.
Evelyn stared at the phone.
The silence that followed was a different kind of loud—dense, almost suffocating. She sat there for a long moment, her eyes unfocused.
It was done. And Evelyn had been broadsided. Hadn’t seen it coming.
She didn’t feel grief. Not yet. Just a peculiar hollowness. Like something had cracked in the wall she’d erected around herself.
She sat there for a moment, unmoving, until she realized what was wrong: she wanted to tell someone.
Not Rae. Not the inner circle of boardroom allies who’d nod politely and then speculate behind her back.
She wanted to tell Harper.
That was the name her mind whispered without hesitation. Harper, with her blunt honesty and storm-coloured eyes. Harper, who wouldn’t offer sympathy, but would listen. Challenge her. Maybe even make her laugh about it in that dry, biting way that made everything feel a little less serious.
But she couldn’t. She’d destroyed that connection. Lit the match and walked away. Burnt her bridges behind her.
Now, in the stillness of the empty room, the only person Evelyn wanted to confide in was the one she’d made an enemy of.
The ache sat low in her chest, bitter and familiar.
There was no one to call.
She let the silence stretch a moment longer, then opened the computer.
She would deal with it later.
Right now, someone was circling Harper. And that, at least, was something she could fight.
Evelyn let her eyes fall closed, just for a moment. She couldn’t have Harper, but she would protect her.
Her gaze drifted to the screen. Durnham.
She underlined Unknown client.

A private surveillance firm. Someone paying to watch Harper. Threaten her. Maybe worse. She needed to act before something happened—before things became violent.
She reached for the phone. Now to see her father.

T  he elevator rose in silence, its mirrored walls reflecting Evelyn’s blank expression back at her. She straightened her collar with one hand, the other curled tightly around her phone. Her mother’s phone call still rang in her ear.
When the lift opened on the penthouse floor, Evelyn stepped out into the familiar hallway of her father’s apartment. The door was ajar.
She pushed it open to find Elliot Voss standing near the bar, pouring a generous amount of scotch into a crystal tumbler. He handed her a glass. “What’s this about, Evelyn?”
“I got a call from mother,” she said flatly.
He went still. “She told you about the divorce?”
“Yes.”
Elliot took a sip, then settled into a wide armchair. “It’s happening.”
“That’s all you have to say?”
He shrugged. “She made the decision. I was surprised—but not devastated. Truth is, it’s probably for the best.”
“For the best?” Evelyn echoed, her voice rising slightly. “You’ve been married for forty-four years.”
“We were married very young, Evelyn. She was eighteen and I was twenty-one. It worked for a while, but in the latter years, we’ve lived like two diplomats occupying the same embassy. Cordial. Separate rooms. Planned events. No scandal. But no marriage either.”
She stared at him, stunned by the ease with which he dismantled their family like a business transaction.
“She keeps the houses,” he continued, as if reading from a settlement summary. “Art collection, furnishings, all that. I retain my shares in the company, my assets. The joint assets go to her. There’ll be a press release soon, something tasteful and vague.”
Evelyn crossed her arms. “You really think that’s the most important thing here—how it looks on paper?”
Elliot’s eyes flicked to her, briefly amused. “Everything is about how it looks publicly. I thought you, of all people, understood that.”
She didn’t respond. She didn’t trust herself to.
A long silence stretched between them, broken only by the quiet clink of ice against crystal as he raised his drink again. Evelyn felt something fracture inside her—quietly, cleanly. Like glass under pressure.
“You could’ve told me,” she said, barely above a whisper. “You could’ve just… said something.”
“I didn’t think it concerned you,” he said simply. “Your mother and I made our arrangements. And frankly, I didn’t expect you to care.”
Evelyn didn’t flinch. She didn’t move. But something in her chest curled inward, a cold knot forming where there should’ve been fury.
She turned without another word and walked to the door.
“Don’t worry about the business,” Elliot called after her. “Voss Nexus remains untouched. No changes to your authority. This doesn’t have to shake anything.”
But it already had in her heart.



 Chapter Thirty-Five 

I  t was lunch by the time Harper took a break. The sky outside had shifted from dusky blue to ash grey, clouds rolling low over the skyline.
She hadn’t moved from the room in hours.
Her office had transformed into a war zone—cords snaked across the carpet, empty mugs cluttered the desks, and at least four screens glowed with open documents, spreadsheets, and passenger logs. Her back ached from hunching, but she didn’t care.
“I swear to God, if this woman makes one more international trip without leaving a digital trace,” Margo muttered from her laptop, “I’m going to assume she’s part witch.”
Harper barely heard her. “Start checking hotel guest lists. D.C. first. April 2024. Then we’ll hit Boston again.”
Margo snorted. “Hotel guest lists? You want me arrested tonight or tomorrow?”
“I want Vivienne Langley tied to someone. Anyone. There’s a pattern—we just haven’t found it yet.”
Harper had been circling Vivienne’s flight history for hours. The frequency of her travel to the U.S. had stood out immediately—ten trips over four years, mostly to the same three cities: New York, Boston, and Washington D.C. Always for ‘charity’ events or vague, elite ‘summits’ that no one seemed to remember afterward.
What was she doing there? Who was she meeting?
Harper’s fingers flew across her keyboard. She pulled up archived press releases and social calendars from political charities, scanned conference guest lists, and poured over hotel logs leaked in a recent data breach.
Then she paused. Froze.
“Oh my God.”
“What?” Margo’s head snapped up.
Harper stared at the Voss Nexus travel manifest glowing on her screen. Her breath caught in her throat. “February 2023. New York. Look at who was on the company jet.”
Margo came over to stand beside her.
“Elliot Voss.”
The name sounded almost surreal out loud. Harper felt the room shift around them.
“He went to New York that same weekend?” Margo said, her voice hushed. “But he’s never listed for any events. He doesn’t travel with Evelyn. Hell, he barely shows up in photos at all.”
“Exactly,” Harper whispered. “He’s a ghost. But he was in New York the same week Vivienne was. Same flight window. Same city.”
They both stared at the name for a long moment.
Then Harper muttered, “Cross-reference the dates again. I want to know every city they were in at the same time. I want public photos. News clippings. Hotel stays. Anything.”
And they worked. For hours. The sun disappeared, replaced by the soft pulse of city lights through the window. Harper barely noticed her phone buzz with missed calls. She didn’t stop for food, or coffee. She barely blinked.
She scrolled through another conference archive and stopped at a name: Boston Global Philanthropy Summit . Date: May 2023.
Vivienne Langley—listed as a VIP guest.
Harper dived into the media archive. Gala photos, slideshow galleries, one badly compressed livestream. And then, there it was. A still photo, and in the foreground, government and business leaders in designer gowns and suits. Vivienne Langley—facing the camera, wine glass in hand, laughing.
And a man to her right, caught just on the edge of the frame.
Elliot Voss.
The photo was grainy, but unmistakable.
Harper felt a chill roll down her spine. “Found him.”
Margo leaned over. “Is that Boston?”
Harper nodded. “And that’s not the only one.”
She flipped through a separate set of images from a D.C. gala in late 2022. This time, the camera caught them closer. Vivienne, in emerald satin. Elliot in a tailored navy suit. They weren’t touching. They didn’t have to be. Their body language said enough. Close. Familiar. Comfortable.
Like they’d done this before.
Margo whistled. “That’s more than coincidence.”
Harper’s mind raced. “No one’s ever looked. No one’s ever thought to connect them.”
“Because who would? She’s the Minister’s wife. He’s a corporate giant. On paper, they’ve got nothing in common.”
Harper nodded slowly. “Unless you’re trafficking stolen tech. Then you need someone with power on both ends. She handles diplomacy, access, discretion. He handles logistics, distribution, and money.”
“And Evelyn?” Margo asked quietly.
Harper didn’t answer. She couldn’t.
Because even now—after everything—some stubborn part of her didn’t want to believe that Evelyn knew. That she could have been a part of this. That all the closeness, the careful silences, the nights spent skin to skin—had only ever been a mask.
“She wouldn’t,” Harper murmured. “Not knowingly.”
She pushed to her feet and paced.
“But Elliot could do it. Easily. He’s barely in the spotlight now. He’s got the resources, the access. He could’ve slipped right through all the usual checks. And if anyone got too close—” She thought of the break-in. The black car outside her apartment. “They were silenced.”
She turned to Margo. “We need proof. We need more than photos.”
Margo nodded. “What are you thinking?”
“Shell companies. Donations. Wire transfers. Anything Vivienne and Elliot both touched. Look through Langley’s expense reports. His wife may be listed as a guest or recipient.”
Harper crossed back to her laptop. She paused, staring at the screen—at Elliot’s name in black and white.
For weeks, she’d been looking outward. At the government. The donors. Even Evelyn. But the truth had been lurking in plain sight.
Vivienne Langley and Elliot Voss.
A secret alliance—one rooted in mutual greed, and masked by wealth, connections, and reputations that no one dared question.
Until now.
Harper sat heavily on the couch and stared at the ceiling.
She wanted to call someone. Tell someone.
But the only person she wanted to call was the one she couldn’t.
Evelyn.
She imagined her face—cold, beautiful, unreadable. What would she say? Would she deny it? Defend her father? Or would she already know?
Harper swallowed the lump in her throat.
It didn’t matter.
The truth was finally out. Tangible. And it was about to blow the whole operation wide open.
“I hope you’re ready,” she whispered to herself.
Because Elliot Voss was no longer just Evelyn’s father.
He was the kingpin. And now, Harper was coming for him.
She began to write.

T  he streetlight flickered above her, sputtering in the light rain. Most of the storm had passed, leaving puddles on the pavement and drains overflowing. Harper hunched deeper into her coat to keep dry as she left the train station. Her boots splashed as she hurried along, but she was hyperaware of every sound that wasn’t hers. She was sorry now she hadn’t taken a cab rather than the train this late. The side street of the suburb was deserted at ten-thirty.
A cough sounded behind her.
Then a soft scrape of a shoe against concrete.
She didn’t look. Didn’t run. Just turned the next corner quickly to shortcut through the narrow laneway beside the bakery, same as always.
The minute she stepped into the alley, she knew.
Wrong move.
She glanced over her shoulder.
Two men followed. They didn’t try to hide it.
Not the usual kind of thugs. These ones were clean-cut—one in a tan jacket, the other in a black button-down rolled at the sleeves, exposing forearms crisscrossed with faint scars. Their steps were measured, deliberate.
Professional.
Harper’s pulse kicked. When she started to run, they sped up behind her. She reached for her phone, fumbling, but before she could bring it out of her coat pocket, one of them called out.
“Evening, Ms. Price. You’re not an easy woman to get hold of.”
Harper turned to face them. Her voice didn’t waver. “Try texting me.”
He chuckled. “We prefer a more… direct method.”
The tan-jacketed man stepped closer, cutting off her exit. “We just want to talk. No need to make this messy.”
They boxed her in. Not shouting, not lunging. That was worse.
She squared her shoulders. “If you touch me⁠—”
“We won’t,” the man in tan said. “Unless we have to.”
That’s when she heard it.
The crack of running footsteps and then a blur of motion from behind. One of the men grunted as a figure in black tackled him into the brick wall, a baton snapping down onto his wrist. The other turned—too late—and was seized from behind, arms locked in a brutal hold that sent him sprawling to the concrete with a crunch.
Harper backed against the wall, her heart thudding.
Three men in black tactical gear had appeared from nowhere—faces masked in dark balaclavas. They didn’t speak.
One knelt over the man in the tan jacket, zip-tying his wrists behind his back with efficiency. Another frisked the other man, pulled a slim folding blade from his jacket, then nodded to his partner.
Within seconds, both attackers were restrained. One tried to speak—a protest—but a firm shove silenced him. The third bodyguard turned to Harper, only his eyes showing behind the mask.
“You’re safe now,” he said.
“Who are you?” Harper whispered. “Why are you following me?”
“We’re not,” the man replied. “We were following them .”
And then, before she could ask anything else, they dragged the men into a silver, unmarked car idling at the alley’s end.
The door slammed. The car pulled away and vanished into the night.
Harper stood alone, breath shallow, back against the cold wall.
Who on earth were they? Had Wallace thought she needed protection?
Harper ran the rest of the way back to her apartment, her hands shaking as she pressed in the key.
Once inside, she pushed the USB stick into her laptop and downloaded her article. After reading it through carefully, she made some minor adjustments then opened her email. She clicked on new post, typed in her editor’s address and attached it.
Her fingers hovered over send.




 Chapter Thirty-Six 

E  velyn was brushing her teeth when the knock came.
She froze, the toothbrush still in her hand. It was nearly midnight. Whoever was outside was lucky she was still up. She'd put off going to bed, because she knew she wouldn’t sleep. Her head throbbed faintly from the tension of the day, and her mind still churned over her father’s detachment, the surveillance firm, and the growing storm around Harper.
Another knock came. Firmer this time.
She rinsed her mouth, pulled the towel from the rack, and crossed the floor barefoot. She checked the peephole—and every thought vanished.
Harper stood outside, soaked by the rain. Her hair was tangled, coat clinging to her as if it was the only thing holding her together. She looked like she'd come apart somewhere on the street and had only just managed to put herself back in one piece.
Evelyn undid the lock.
When she opened the door, neither of them spoke.
Then Harper let out a shaky breath. “Can I come in?”
Evelyn stood aside without a word.
Harper entered cautiously, like she didn’t know why she was here. She stopped just inside the hallway, dripping quietly on the floor, and turned. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t be here, but… I didn’t know where else to go.”
Evelyn studied her for a moment, then nodded once. “I’m glad you came.”
Harper’s eyes flicked toward the USB stick in her hand. She held it out, arm extended like it might burn her. “This is the article. I finally found out the truth, the whole sordid story. I was going to send it to my editor tonight.”
Evelyn didn’t move to take it. She watched Harper instead, every detail—wet lashes clinging together, the tremble at the corner of her mouth, the breath caught just beneath her collarbone. “Tell me,” she said softly.
“It was your father, Evelyn. He and Vivienne Langley perpetuated the fraud. They’ve been ripping off the company ever since Voss Nexus won the government contact for Wavelength,” Harper said. “I have photos. Flight manifests. Hotel logs. They’ve been trading influence and hardware like currency. And they’re romantically attached.”
Evelyn gaped at her. Elliot and the Minister’s wife were having an affair. Working together to defraud the company he built from scratch. She forced herself to speak. “You’re sure?”
“Yes.” Harper’s voice cracked. “I wanted to tell you before you found out some other way. Before you saw the headline. But when I sat down to send it⁠—”
She stopped, shaking her head. “I couldn’t do it.”
A long silence.
Evelyn’s voice came quietly. “Why not?”
Harper took a step closer, her fingers still clutching the USB. “Because all I could think about was you. About how you'd look at me when you read it. About how it would hurt you. And I realized…” She broke off, then forced herself to say it, her eyes never leaving Evelyn’s. “It wasn’t worth losing you. I’m in love with you.”
The words weren’t dramatic. They weren’t shouted or wept or clung to like a lifeline. They were quiet. Honest.
Evelyn felt them settle into her like rain soaking into dry earth.
“I know it’s probably the worst thing I could say right now,” Harper continued. “But I needed you to hear it. Because I’m tired of pretending this is just about a story. Or an investigation. Or a grudge.” She dropped her hand, placing the USB gently on the side table. “I don’t care what happens with the article anymore. I just care about what happens with you—us.”
Evelyn was still. Harper loved her.
She closed her fingers gently around Harper’s wrist and guided it to her chest. “Do you feel that?” she said, voice rough. “It’s been like this since the day you walked into my office.”
Harper pressed her palm over Evelyn’s heart. “Terrified?” Harper asked softly.
“Alive,” Evelyn replied.
And for the first time in weeks, something softened inside her. The steel spine, the boardroom poise—it bent. Not broke. Just enough to let someone in.
They stood like that for a long moment, the rain outside like a hush between them. Evelyn reached up and gently tucked a strand of wet hair behind Harper’s ear. Her thumb brushed a raindrop from her cheek.
“You should change,” she murmured. “You’re soaked.”
Harper’s lips twitched in the ghost of a smile. “Can I stay?”
Evelyn made a little humming sound. “As if I’d let you go.”
She led her down the hall. Tonight, there would be no more battles. No more lies or power plays.
Just quiet.
Just them.
She closed the door softly behind them.
Harper stood inside the bedroom, still damp around the edges, arms loose at her sides, eyes searching Evelyn’s face like she was trying to read something hidden between the lines. Her coat was dripping faintly onto the carpet.
Evelyn stepped in front of her and reached up to undo the buttons of Harper’s coat. One by one, never breaking eye contact. When it slipped from Harper’s shoulders and landed in a quiet heap, Evelyn pulled her close.
Then she kissed her. Not soft. Not tentative. The kind of kiss that cut through the space between them like a knife. Hands found hips, mouths collided, and suddenly they were both reaching, grasping, pulling each other in like they'd been holding their breath for weeks.
Evelyn pushed forward, fingers threading into Harper’s hair, damp strands clinging to her skin. Harper gasped against her mouth, backing until the backs of her legs hit the bedframe. The next kiss was rougher. More desperate. All the anger and longing and nights spent apart, coiled into touch.
Evelyn slid her arms around Harper’s waist and held her there, grounding them both. The press of Harper’s body, the heat of her skin, the familiar scent of her—it undid Evelyn in pieces. She quickly stripped off Harper’s clothes and pulled her down with her.
There was no pretence. No practised movements. It was all passion and spontaneity. Giving and receiving love. She revelled in the way Harper clung to her. How her own breath stuttered as Harper’s hands slid under her robe, palms hot against her waist. Their lips met again, deeper now, and Evelyn groaned low in her throat, fingers tightening on Harper’s back like she was afraid she might vanish.
“You came back,” Evelyn whispered again, between kisses.
Harper’s voice was hoarse. “I didn’t know how not to.”
Rain tapped at the windows, a slow, steady rhythm. But inside, the world narrowed to heat and skin and the gasp Harper made when Evelyn bit her lower lip. To the way Harper whispered her name like it meant something sacred.
There would be no masks tonight. No walls.
Just Evelyn and Harper—raw and real and finally, finally home.
They moved together like they’d done this a hundred times. But this wasn’t old or rehearsed. This was rediscovery—urgent, reverent, new.
Evelyn lay back against the pillows, the tie of her robe long since undone, the fabric falling away as Harper trailed slow kisses down her collarbone. There was no hurry now, only want—heavy, simmering between them like heat trapped under skin.
Harper’s hands found her waist, fingertips mapping the soft curve of her hip, then the flat of her stomach, like she needed to memorize every inch. Evelyn exhaled softly, her hand cradling the back of Harper’s neck, grounding her there.
“You always smell like night,” Harper murmured against her skin.
“And you,” Evelyn whispered, eyes fluttering closed, “always talk too much.”
Harper smiled—barely—and kissed lower.
Her mouth was warm, unhurried, lips brushing over the rise of Evelyn’s breast, then closing around her nipple. Evelyn’s breath caught, back arching. A quiet moan slipped between her lips—uncontrolled. She didn’t care.
For once, she wasn’t in charge. She wasn’t defending boardrooms or fencing with politicians. She wasn’t the Ice Queen or the Director or anyone other than Evelyn. And Harper touched her like she knew that woman. Loved that woman.
She shifted, rolling Harper onto her back, and kissed her with everything she couldn’t say.
Harper gasped into her mouth. Evelyn moved lower, lips tracing the ridge of her hipbone, her thigh. She took her time, watching Harper’s head tip back against the pillow, her body softening with every stroke of tongue, every kiss down her inner thigh.
“I missed you,” Harper whispered, voice raw.
Evelyn didn’t answer. She showed her.
Slow. Then deeper. Her name slipping from Harper’s lips like prayer, then like a plea. Evelyn held her steady, one hand gripping Harper’s hip as she moved, steady and sure, until Harper came undone beneath her, fingers tangled in the sheets, breath stuttering like she was learning how to live again.
After, they lay tangled in silence, the storm finally passed, both outside and in.
Evelyn curled into Harper’s side, her fingers tracing idle patterns over her skin. She didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. Neither did Harper. They simply lay there, skin to skin, the weight of their choices suspended for just this moment.
Because for tonight, there was nothing left to prove.
Nothing left to run from.
Just them.

T  he soft blush of early morning crept into the room, threading through the curtains and casting pale light across the tangled sheets. Evelyn stirred first, her body warm from the weight of Harper curled against her, legs entwined, one arm draped across her waist.
For a few seconds, she let herself stay in the stillness.
Just the sound of Harper’s breathing, steady and slow, the faint smell of rain still lingering in her hair.
Then Harper shifted beside her and blinked awake.
Their eyes met—no masks, no pretence.
Evelyn brushed a thumb across Harper’s cheek, her voice a whisper. “What’s your editor going to say?”
Harper groaned softly and buried her face in Evelyn’s shoulder. “He’s going to be pissed.”
Evelyn let out a quiet breath, not quite a laugh. “Because you didn’t send it in?”
Harper nodded. “Because I hesitated. Because I didn’t lead with the scandal of the year when I had it in the palm of my hand. Because I fell in love with the daughter of the man at the centre of it.”
Evelyn didn’t flinch.
She reached over to the nightstand, picked up the USB that Harper had left there the night before, and turned it over in her hand. “Publish it.”
Harper looked up, startled. “What?”
Evelyn met her gaze, steady and certain. “Publish the article. You’ve worked for it. Bled for it. And it’s the truth.”
“But Evelyn⁠—”
“I can survive the fall,” she said, firm. “This isn’t about me. The focus won’t be Voss Nexus. It’ll be the Minister. The public will zero in on him. He was supplying classified information to his wife. He’s the breach. The liability. You expose them, not us.”
Harper sat up slowly. “You’d let me name him?”
Evelyn nodded once. “Vivienne and Elliot made their bed. Let them lie in it. Father sent goons after you and that I won’t forgive.”
Harper blinked at her. “Those men who saved me were yours.”
“I wanted—needed to protect you. Because I love you Harper. So, publish that damn story. You earned the right to.”
Harper studied her face like she didn’t quite believe what she was hearing. “And what about you?”
Evelyn’s voice dropped. “I didn’t do any of this. I didn’t protect them. And I’m not going to start now. I’m not my father’s keeper. I’m yours.”
That last line hung in the air—unguarded, raw.
Harper swallowed. “You’ll lose something. Reputation. Investors. The board might come for you.”
Evelyn peeled back her lips into a predatory smile. “You underestimate me, Harper. I rule Voss Nexus. The board won’t want to increase the scandal, they’ll do anything to minimise the damage. And I’m the one to do that.”
There it was again—that fire in her. But this time, it burned for the right reasons.
Harper leaned in and kissed her. Slow. Grateful.
“I don’t deserve you,” Harper whispered against her lips.
Evelyn pulled back just enough to murmur, “No. But you’re stuck with me anyway.”
They smiled at the same time.
And somewhere outside, the city stirred—unaware that this morning, everything was about to change.



Epilogue

S  ix Months Later
The coffee machine whirred to life in the background, its familiar sputtering echoing through the apartment. Morning sun spilled through the floor-to-ceiling windows, turning the pale wood floors gold. Harper padded barefoot across the living room, Evelyn’s oversized robe cinched loosely around her waist.
“Your machine still makes that angry groan before it starts,” Harper said, dropping onto the couch and pulling her legs beneath her.
Evelyn, standing at the kitchen counter in dark slacks and a crisp shirt rolled at the sleeves, didn’t look up from her tablet. “It’s character. Not everything has to be replaced just because it’s dramatic.”
Harper snorted. “Says the woman who replaced half her board.”
“That was necessary,” Evelyn replied dryly. She tapped the screen once, then finally looked up. “And satisfying.”
They shared a smile across the space. Warm and familiar.
The apartment still looked like Evelyn Voss lived there—sleek, minimal, expensive. But now it also looked like Harper Price existed inside it too. There were books on the coffee table—spines creased. A worn denim jacket draped over the back of a bar stool. A magnet from Thailand on the fridge.
“You nervous?” Evelyn asked, pouring coffee into two mugs.
“Less so than when I met your mother. She put the fear of God into me.” Harper leaned back. “My editor’s been acting like I’ve murdered his dog. He says if I don’t mention the book deal tonight, he’ll do it for me.”
“You deserve the recognition,” Evelyn said, crossing to her with both mugs. “You burned the whole forest down and then wrote a very compelling account of the blaze.”
“I did not burn it down,” Harper said, taking her coffee. “I just found the matches and published the flame.”
Evelyn sat beside her, stretching out with easy elegance. “Semantics.”

T  he media gala was held in a restored heritage venue—a mix of sandstone walls, contemporary glass, and too many overpriced flower arrangements. Spotlights highlighted quotes from famous articles and investigative legends, while the hum of press, politicians, and power players filled the air with the scent of champagne and ambition.
Harper had just come off stage. Her keynote speech—sharp, searing, and blisteringly honest—had ended with a standing ovation. She was in a black suit and heels that made her look taller. She’d spoken about the risks of publishing truth. Of betrayal, trust, and surviving the fallout of your own convictions.
At the back of the room, Evelyn watched.
Their table was tucked beneath a tall arched window, away from the cameras but still very much within view. Beside Evelyn, Liliana Ward sipped a dirty martini, one stiletto crossed lazily over the other. She wore a sleek white pantsuit that gleamed in the light and turned heads all night.
Next to her sat Jean, radiant in an emerald-green dress, her golden hair swept up in a soft twist. She was watching Harper with quiet pride.
“She really is quite something,” Jean murmured, her fingers absently brushing the edge of her wine glass.
“She is,” Evelyn agreed, never taking her eyes off Harper.
Liliana leaned forward, a smile hovering on her lips. “God help us all if the four of us end up on the same panel one day.”
Jean gave a quiet laugh. “The audience wouldn’t survive.”
Evelyn’s mouth twitched. “Neither would the panel.”
Their group had become something of a secret alliance in the months since the scandal broke. Harper’s exposé had torn through the country like a forest fire. Elliot Voss and Vivienne Langley were arrested two weeks after publication—charged with procurement fraud, money laundering, and conspiracy to commit corporate espionage. They were now awaiting sentencing, denied bail, their reputations scorched beyond repair.
Minister James Langley resigned in disgrace. He claimed ignorance of his wife’s crimes and narrowly avoided indictment, but no one believed him. He’d vanished from public life, a broken man.
Harper had become a sensation. Her article sparked a national reckoning on government contracts and private surveillance. She’d turned down multiple offers to anchor televised programs, opting instead to write a book about the investigation.
She and Evelyn had weathered the fallout together.
And tonight—under lights and applause—they were something more than scandal survivors. They were a unit.
Harper rejoined the table, cheeks flushed, hair slightly windblown from the hallway interviews she’d just evaded. She dropped into the empty chair beside Evelyn and reached for her champagne.
“Well?” she said.
“You didn’t bomb,” Liliana deadpanned.
Jean grinned. “You made half the cabinet squirm and the other half look like they want to hire you.”
Harper raised her glass. “Not bad for a girl who almost didn’t send the article.”
Evelyn turned to her, voice low. “I would’ve made you send it.”
Harper smiled. “I know.”
Their knees touched under the table.
Liliana leaned back and looked at the group, her tone softer than usual. “You know, the four of us in one place feels like a headline in itself.”
Jean laughed. “Power, scandal, redemption, and style. We’re a documentary waiting to happen.”
Evelyn raised an eyebrow. “Only if I get final edit.”
They laughed, and the clink of glasses followed—dry wine, cool martinis, a glass of whisky neat. Their table was elegance and survival wrapped in silk and steel.
And for once, there was no crisis waiting outside.
Harper smiled at Evelyn remembering their fateful night together from Maxies.
Evelyn leaned over to Harper, her voice quiet. “Are you happy?”
Harper looked at her—really looked. And nodded.
They had weathered the press’s scrutiny of their relationship and weren’t the story anymore.
They had written a new one.
Together.
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