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Chapter 43 No.

The Seaport District loft was a sanctuary of steel, concrete, and light.
Eulalie sat at a minimalist desk, a stark contrast to the cluttered
mahogany relic she'd left behind Her laplop was open, not to charity
gala spreadsheets, but to a churningsea of data: market analytics, stock
lickers, and lines of code that moved with the deadly arace of a predator.
The "Short Sell Protocol " was live, and the first tremors were shakingthe
foundations of Holloway Holdings

This was her new office. This was her real work.

Her phone buzzed. It was a summons from her lawyer, Jory Stark, who
was also her partner in this clandestine war. Time to sign the final
papers. Vance is waiting. Bringyour game face

She walked Into the conference room of Helen's faw firm, a neutral
territory of glass and chrome. Mr. Vance, Caden's longtime family
attorney, was waiting. He was a man who looked like he was made of
parchment and expensive suits. On the table sat a single document, far
thinner than a severance package. It was the final dissolution of their
professional partnership the one tying her to Holloway Holdings as a
founder.

‘Ms. Bradford," Vance said, standing up but not offering his hand. "Caden
asked me to make one last offer. A consuitingretainer. Generous terms.
He also wants you to sign this revised Non-Compete clause. It's...
extensive.”

Eulalie pickedup the document. It was ironciad, a legal cage designedto
keep her out of fintech, venture capital, and Al for five years. She
scanned the pages, her expression unreadable. She had knownthis was
coming It was the final move of a tyrant who couldn't stand the thought
of his property competing with him.

"He also wants you to know,” Vance continued pushinghisglasses uphis

nose, ‘that the door remains open for a... reconciliation. If you simply
apologize for the disruption”
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Eulalie laughed. It was a genuine laugh this time, bright and sharp.
‘Apologize? For what? For not disappearingquietly enough?”

She let the Non-Compete agreement fall from her fingers. it fluttered
onto the table,

"Tell Caden my answer is no," she said, pullinga Montblanc pen from her
purse. She reached for the professional dissolution document and
flipped to the signature page

Eulalie Bradford .

She signedher name. The loops were large, confident. With each stroke
of the pen, she felt a physical weight lifting from her shoulders, as if
gravity itself was releasing its hold on her, She wasn't an employee to be
fired or a wife to be discarded. She was a co-founder, and she was
cashingout her half of the kingdomto fund a war against the king

“This signature authorizes the legal transfer of the admin keys," Eulalie
said, capping her pen 'Once signed my system detects the contract
executionand pulls the kill switch automatically .

SYSTEM ALERT: Secure Connectionto Nexus Private Cloud Established.
Identity Verified. Welcome back, Architect 01. Root Access Granted.

Eulalie stared at the screen. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.
Architect 01. The Ghost was back inthe machine Caden thoughthe was
cagingher, but hedidn't realize she had already builta new world outside
hiswalls .

‘Here,” Eulalie said, slidingthe single signed paper across the table. ‘Tell
Caden our businessis concluded.”

Vance looked at the signedpaper, then at the unsignedNon-Compete. He
seemed unsettled by her lack of hesitation. "He won't be pleased.”

I'm countingon it," Eulalie said.

She stood up. She felt light Oxygen seemed to reach deeper into her
lungs.

As she left the law firm and stepped onto the street, she nearly collided
with a couple walking arm-in-arm,
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Caden. And Adalynn.
Adalynn was wearing an electric blue power suit that was a size too

small, clingingto Caden's arm like a vine Caden looked tired, holding a
tablet, but he straightened when he saw Eulalie

"Youcame,” Caden said, his voice carryinga hintof smugness "Did Vance
talk some sense into you? Did you signthe Non-Compete?*

Adalynn giggled pressing her chest against Caden's bicep. "Oh, look,
Caden, She looks so lost without her office. Did you come 1o beg for your
job back, Eulaiie? Or maybe just to beg?”

Eulalie stopped. She looked at Caden, then at Adalynn. She didnt feel
anger anymore. She felt the clinical delachmenl of a scientist chserving
specimensin a jar,

‘I came to signmy release papers,” Eulalie said pleasantly. ‘Considerour
professional partnershipconcluded.”

Caden frowned. "What about the Non-Compete? You're not leaving this
table without signingit.”

‘| already left the table, Caden,” Eulalie tilted her head. "Months ago. You
justdidn't notice.”

"You refused to sign it?" Caden's smugness vanished, replaced by a
flicker of shock then fury. "You can't do that! You know the company's
secrets!”

‘I am the company's secrets,” Eulalie corrected him. “And now, | own
them.*

“Then you're finished," Caden said, his voice dropping "I'll blacklist you.
You won't work in this city again,”

Eulalie's Uber pulled upto the curb,

‘| have myself, Caden,” she said. "And unlikeyou, | find that to be a very
valuable asset.’

She opened the car door. She turned to face them as she slid inside
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‘By the way, Adalynn," Eulalie added, her eyes locking onto the younger
woman's. ‘That suitbunchesat the waist. It makes you look... desperate.”

The door slammed shut, cutting off Adalynn's gasp and Caden'’s stunned
expression

Eulalie leaned back against the leather seat. She closed her eyes and
exhaled a long, shaky breath

Architect 01,

She wasn't finished. She was just beginning
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