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ONE

BERTRAM


“Now this is what I call a steak," James said approvingly, taking a bite of the beef on his plate. "It's delicious."

"That's probably because you made the chef cry the last time we were here," Bertram replied dryly.

Bertram knew that if James had recalled eating here before, he would have turned up his nose at it. He'd have claimed it was the principle of the matter. "That was merely constructive criticism, and as you can see, it worked," James replied without missing a beat. "It's the best I've had in a long time."

Bertram knew there was a chance James' good mood had nothing to do with the food in front of him and everything to do with the fact that he had just negotiated another deal that would make him beyond rich. Or more accurately put, richer than Midas.

"For the price, they're charging, that should be a given," Bertram replied.

"Bert, don't tell me you've gone cheap in your old age," James jibed, as he continued to devour his portion.

"I've always been cheap," Bertram deadpanned, finally cracking a smile. "And don't forget, I'm a year younger than you, asshole."

James laughed. "And yet, you look like you could be my father."

Bertram sighed. He knew it was true. He had grown up in southern Louisiana and had Creole blood. He was only thirty-seven years old; a respected member of society and a feared lawyer. Despite his dark hair and swarthy looks, he'd felt like an old man for a while now. He often found himself thinking about all the bad choices he'd made in his life.

Is it too early to be having a midlife crisis?

Without any false modesty, he was a very successful corporate lawyer; wealthy, too. Partly because of James, and partly because he always knew when to strike and when to pass and wait for better opportunities.

For years he rode that high, that thrill of doing business alongside James while accumulating wealth and power. As time passed, however, he realized that all that power and money came at a steep price, especially now that he’d grown a conscience. He didn't have the stomach for it anymore. The things he'd done now caused him to have trouble sleeping. At least without a drink or five.

Bertram looked critically at the man across from him. Does he sleep well at night? he thought, and not for the first time.

James looked as though he didn't have a care in the world, devouring that steak of his with such appetite and gusto that it was disturbing. James was enjoying himself because of the last deal they'd made.

Another company ruined.

The joy James displayed would soon pass, and he would need another challenge, another company to take over. In their world, nothing was ever enough. You either swam or you drowned. And James loved swimming, especially in hostile waters. That was his favorite thing in the world. That and making money.

In some strange and terrifying way, James Arnold was brilliant at what he did. Even in college, where they met, Bertram knew James would one day run the world. In a true sense of the word, not like running for political office or some shit like that, but in a real-world way.

Does he have to be so good looking, too? Bertram wondered, slightly envious. With his height, blond hair, and good looks, James could have easily been a movie star. However, behind his thousand-dollar smile and baby-blue eyes lurked the mind of a shark, always ready to pounce when nobody expected it. It was precisely why he was at the top of the food chain, leading one of the most successful tech companies on the Fortune 500 list.

Am I jealous of James? Bertram wondered. Perhaps, in the past, the answer might have been yes. But today, knowing everything he did about James, Bertram wasn't jealous of James Arnold.

He was pissed off. Not that he was allowed to show it.

"You would be lucky to call me Papa," Bertram replied, quirking his lips up in a semblance of a smile.

James laughed again.

Bertram and James became instant friends in college. They understood one another, were both driven and had the hunger to make their mark on the world. They both wanted to create something from scratch and make a ton of money in the process.

Although their relationship remained the same, Bertram had changed. He knew that he had. Not only had his dark hair started to grey, but he'd started to go soft around the middle. He didn't like to exercise, and he enjoyed good food. It had started to catch up with him, making him look closer to how he felt. Old.

James on the other hand, was fit. He hadn't let himself go the way Bertram felt that he had. He had a feeling that James found him rather pathetic because of it.

"That's it. I'm calling you Papa from now on," James continued to tease.

Bertram said nothing to that, rolled his eyes and picked at his food.

James sighed and set down his fork. "Seriously now. You, look like shit, Bert. Tired."

Bert was tired. Tired of this life, and tired of working with James. Tired of the grind. He needed a reset.

"I know," Bertram agreed. "That's why I'm going away for the weekend," he said. A small thrill of excitement passed over him.

"This weekend?" James said, shocked.

Bertram shook his head. "No, the following."

"Where are you going?" James asked, looking only mildly interested as the shock wore off.

Bertram knew James wasn't asking because he was interested. James' idea of fun was much different than Bertram's, so it wasn't surprising that James sounded almost bored.

"Skiing in upstate New York," Bertram said.

James frowned. "Why does that sound familiar?"

"Maybe because I've talked about it before? My friends and I have visited the same resort numerous times over the years."

"Oh, right. I recall you talking about it before," James replied, taking another bite of steak.

Bertram refocused on his chicken, taking a bite of the tender and juicy breast meat. He could have ordered the steak, but like he'd told James, he was cheap. He was rich, but he didn't like to spend his money on a single meal like James did. Of course, James was much richer than Bertram was, thanks to his father and his business of corporate takeovers.

"Want to come with us?" Bertram asked, hoping that James would say yes but trying not to appear too excited about it, as that would just make him say no. He was contrary that way. "We'll hang out, ski, play games, drink. It'll be fun."

James paused. "It’s been a while since I've done anything fun. Or taken a break."

His words surprised Bertram. It was rare for James to take time off work, even for a weekend. He was pretty single-minded when it came to reaching his goals. However, with this latest acquisition, James was between major projects, which was the perfect time for him to take a break, and Bertram knew it.

"Who's going to be there? Your boring lawyer friends?" James asked.

"They’re not boring, nor are they all lawyers." Bertram pulled his phone from his pocket and opened his photo gallery. He found the image he was looking for and held out the phone for James. "Here. See for yourself," he said.

The photograph had been taken at the same resort that they would be visiting on this trip.

James accepted the phone and looked at the picture.

"Who's this?" he asked, turning the phone back to Bertram.

"Who?" Bertram leaned forward for a better look, though he had a good idea of who James was asking about.

"This rare gem among all these old men." James zoomed in on the picture.

Two women were in the image and not surprisingly, James was pointing to Helen. She was attractive, but he knew that James found nearly any female in his vicinity to be his type.

"That's Helen. She's new to our group."

"And she'll be there?" James insisted.

Bertram quirked his lip up in a half smile. "Yes."

James rubbed his lower lip as he looked at the image. "She's pretty," he commented almost conversationally.

"And young," Bertram added dryly, knowing that would mean nothing to his friend.

Friend. What a strange word. For years, Bertram had truly considered James one of his best friends. He wasn't so sure that was true anymore.

As expected, James pretended as though Bertram hadn't said anything about Helen being young while offering his phone back.

Bertram put away his phone. "So, what do you say?" he prompted. "Do you want to join us?"

"I'll think about it," James replied eventually. "It's been a while since I got laid."

That was more information than Bertram needed, but it wasn't unexpected. He knew that James was often pursued, but he wasn't willing to tie himself to one woman, especially since many of the ones pursuing him were socialites and gold diggers who wanted a piece of his fortune. From what he'd told Bertram over the years, he preferred a challenge. He wanted to conquer a woman like he conquered businesses.

"Okay." Bertram picked up the dessert menu and began to peruse it. It was the one thing he never skimped on when he went out. He might order a cheaper entrée, but he always got dessert. It was probably why he sported a doughier look these days, but he didn't care.

"I have to take a piss," James said, standing up.

"Thanks for the notification," Bertram replied without taking his eyes off the menu. As soon as James was out of sight, he set down the menu and picked up his phone to answer the several buzzes he'd felt during the meal. He'd always felt it was rude to be on the phone while he was dining with someone, but with James gone to the bathroom, he could take a look and answer whatever he needed to. Dessert could wait.


TWO

JAMES


James got up from the table. Bertram was too sad, and James didn't like spending time with sad people. Pathetic, pitiful people in general. With Bertram's health looking so poor, he wondered if he should start looking for a new business partner. He didn't want that. He and Bertram were a great team.

Maybe Bertram needs to get laid, he joked.

James figured if he went with him on this trip, then maybe there was a shot for something like that. Perhaps Bertram's glum mood and attitude toward his health were only temporary, and he just needed James to remind him that they had made it and were about to live the good life.

As James walked toward the bathroom, he could feel everyone's eyes on him. Women wanted to be with him, and men wanted to be him. Tough luck. There was only one James Patrick Arnold in this world. And thank God for that.

He pretended not to notice all the heads leaning forward, whispering. He chuckled, not hiding his good mood. Word traveled fast in this town, and he liked it that way, especially when they were talking about his conquests and victories.

His latest one, which would be finalized Monday morning, would make him a billionaire. It was a nice milestone, but he wasn't planning to slow down. He was only thirty-eight. Nothing could make him slow down because nothing would ever be good enough for him. He always wanted more, needed more.

James wouldn't rest until he was the best. Only once he was number one and had beaten all his enemies to a pulp would he feel like he had accomplished his goals. Until then, he had to keep working.

While they were in college, Bertram had given him the nickname The Great White, and he supposed that fit.

After doing his business and washing his hands, he returned to the table where Bertram waited. He was pleasantly surprised to see that Bertram hadn't ordered a chocolate cake. Instead, he was busy typing on his phone.

The last time James had seen him that focused, he was trying to convince what's-her-name to marry him. James hadn't bothered to remember her name, knowing she would eventually become ex-wife number two. And he'd been right.

James was fascinated as he watched his friend. Bertram's jaw was clenched as he typed. Has he even noticed I've returned? He was mildly curious to know what was going on.

"Are you texting your proctologist? You've got that ass-clenched vibe about you," James joked.

"Healthy as a horse," Bertram muttered in return, still focused on his phone.

"Good, because you definitely look like one," James deadpanned and then laughed.

Bertram didn't respond.

"What's going on?" James demanded. Suddenly, he was worried that whatever or whoever Bertram was texting had to do with business that concerned him. Worst-case scenarios came to mind. What if the board had decided not to give him the green light and tried to block the purchase?

That would never happen. He had their balls squeezed pretty tightly, and if they wanted their golden parachutes, they would do what James wanted.

"Nothing serious," Bertram replied, but his visage belied that statement.

"Business?"

"Nothing I can't handle. And don't worry, you'll still get to be a billionaire." He flicked his gaze up to James for just a moment and then returned to his phone.

Still, his words were reassuring.

"That's a given," James replied, his confidence returned. "It's just disappointing to see you’re working, and not trying to get laid," he teased.

Bert needed some pussy. Probably more than James did. Perhaps he'll get some on this trip, he thought. Maybe both of them would. "I'll go to the resort with you."

Bertram paused his texting to look at him, but James couldn't decipher what he was thinking. "Great. I'll send you the details."

"Send it to my assistant, Eric. He'll do everything else," James corrected. "He knows what I like."

Bertram nodded. "I'll do that."

As soon as Bertram sent the information to Eric, James' phone pinged with a notification. James had spent years training Eric to be the best possible PA. He wasn't perfect, but he had proved more than adequate.

With that sorted, James returned to his meal. It had gotten cold, but he ate it anyway. After writing one last text, Bertram rejoined him by picking up the dessert menu.

"Sorry about that. I hate being on the phone when I'm dining with someone, but my first reply wasn't good enough." Bert rolled his eyes.

"No problem." James didn't care as long as it didn't pertain to him and his business.

Throughout their lunch, James continued to tease his friend about his fat ass and the fact that despite the weight he’d put on, he still devoured a huge slice of chocolate cake.

Perhaps it was a good thing Bert was so predictable. That was what made him a good friend. More importantly, that was what made him so trustworthy.
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Everything is going according to plan, James thought, looking at the articles written about him over the past week and a half.

Then again, he was used to that. There was no other possible outcome in his life. The world bent to his will. Or at least it felt that way. But there was no magic present, only hard work, determination, and a lot of talent.

"The files you requested have been sent to your company email. You'll just need to download them," Eric said, snapping James from his thoughts.

"Good."

They were headed toward the airport in his hired car. He was headed for the weekend getaway with Bertram and his friends.

He was taking the weekend off from the office, but that didn't mean he couldn't work. While he was there, he would review documents and look for more prospective businesses to acquire, which was precisely why Eric was with him in the car.

James wondered if he should turn his interests toward space technology and start buying and investing in companies that were trying to reach the great beyond. That was what all the self-respected billionaires were doing nowadays. James wasn't too interested in the vast nothingness of space. He preferred Earth.

"Should I send you your itinerary for Monday?"

James looked at his assistant with an arched brow. "Do you have to ask?"

Eric gulped and looked back to the open laptop on his lap. He tapped a few keys and then pulled out his phone. "Your mother called again," he said as his fingers flew across the phone's keyboard.

James heard the ping of the itinerary arriving on his phone. "When?"

"This morning."

James pulled up his contacts to look for her information but stopped himself in time. He would deal with her on Monday. Whatever self-deluding crisis she was going through this time wasn't worth spoiling his weekend fun. He clicked out of his contacts. "Anything else?" James prompted.

"Yes." Eric started to list all the things that required James' immediate attention. James went through each of the items, giving Eric instructions, and then reluctantly delegating a few projects to some of his more intelligent employees. They wouldn't be as good as he was, but the projects couldn't be put off.

James was of a strong mind that if he wanted a job well done, he needed to do it himself. Since he was going away, he was feeling grudgingly generous. Besides, there was a fair chance that none of them would screw up, especially while dealing with minute things. It was only for the weekend, after all.

Once those were delegated, Eric declared, "We're all caught up."

"You can reach me on my cell if it's an emergency but try not to. If it's something minor, you can email me, and I'll answer when I'm available."

"Yes, sir."

"And I need you to call Michael Grover for me."

Grover was the PI James used from time to time. He wasn't afraid to get his hands a little dirty to get a job done. That was what made him one of the best, as far as James was concerned.

"Now?"

"Later is fine, just soon."

"When would you like to meet with him?" Eric asked, taking notes on his laptop.

"As soon as possible once I return."

Eric tapped the calendar on his laptop. "You have a small window on Wednesday, eleven forty-five to one."

"That'll be all right. If he's unable to meet with me then, give him my next available free time."

"That would be Thursday at nine a.m."

"Fine," James agreed. "Also, I need you to schedule a meeting, not a dinner," he added, "with that CEO of Techgenics. What's-his-name."

Eric looked up from the laptop. "Martin Coy?"

"Yeah, him."

"I don't think he's in the country at the moment."

"If he's in the U.S., I want to see him." James’ voice brooked no arguments.

"I'll get in touch with his people. See what can be done," Eric reassured.

"Good."

James needed to see the man before he decided to make his move. Coy was in the market of shopping for smaller companies that specialized in the type of products that his company, Techgenics, provided. Rumor was that he wanted to expand by buying up smaller companies.

James knew from corporate gossip that Martin Coy was difficult to work with. He didn't need this small-town asshole, who graduated from community college of all places, messing with his plans. Although Coy had earned himself a seat at the big boy table, it was time someone — namely James — showed him that not everyone was equal. That he was bigger than the rest and put Coy back in his place.

The car stopped moving.

"We're here," his driver announced, as though James didn't have eyes to see they had reached the airport.

They were at Hanscom Field, not Logan International, because that was where James kept his private plane. He didn't like the lines at the larger airport, so he chose to fly out of Hanscom. Bertram probably thought he was a snob for always flying private, but he didn't care. James grabbed his laptop bag, put away his laptop, and took the carry-on that Eric handed to him. He got out of the car when the driver opened the door, and then turned back to look at Eric, who was still seated. "I expect you to keep things in order at the office while I'm gone."

With that, the driver closed the door and headed to the back of the car for the rest of James’ luggage, while James headed for the plane. Even though he was bringing work with him, he was hoping this trip would be all about pleasure.

As long as Helen was willing, anyway. James would do his best to persuade her that being with him, at least for the weekend, would be the best decision she would ever make. That thought almost made him smile.

If only his father could see him now. James felt like he was on top of the world. Thinking of his dad was always a two-edged sword. It almost hurt, so he dismissed his thoughts. Nothing good could come from stirring up the dead.

Entering his private plane, which had his name written in gold on the tail of it — a small indulgence James allowed himself for his thirtieth birthday — James greeted his pilot, Mark, before sitting down. Mark was the only one James would entrust his plane to. He hired only the best.

James couldn't stop thinking about Helen, and he couldn't explain why. He assumed it was because it had been a while since he'd had sex. That had to be it because she wasn't the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. And he had fucked better, but there was something about her that he found extremely appealing. He was looking forward to figuring out what that was once he met her.

He just hoped she wouldn't start drooling over him immediately because that would be a major turn-off, and it would spoil all his fun, ruining the entire weekend for him. He wanted her willing but not too willing, at least not at first. He wanted a chance to seduce her, to show her that he would be the best she would ever have, and then leave her like all the rest, forgetting about her the instant he'd had her. Not that he planned to tell her she would only be a weekend fling.

Unlike Bertram, who got attached to every pretty girl who batted her eyelashes at him more than twice, James had decided to be an eternal bachelor. Life was much better and simpler without the distraction of a girlfriend or wife. He had nothing against fucking women, even dating a few from time to time, but he had vowed to never settle down.

Women were weak, too emotional, and had no real comprehension of what he was trying to accomplish. He wanted to create an empire and leave his mark on the world. He couldn't care less about leaving a legacy for the next generation of Arnolds. There would be no little Arnolds to carry on such a legacy because he would never have a child. Even if by some miracle he impregnated some mythical woman, the child would never get their hands on his empire without working their ass off from the bottom just like he did. He wasn't going to let them destroy what he’d built; they would have to value hard work just as he did. However, that was not going to happen. He always made sure to cover up and had even gotten a vasectomy to ensure against knocking up some gold digger.

The flight attendant appeared in front of him as soon as he clicked on his seat belt. She was all smiles, wearing the short blue uniform he'd chosen for his flight crew. "Good afternoon, sir, I'm here for whatever you need."

By her tone, James knew she was implying much more than what her job required. He had yet to meet a flight attendant who wasn't a slut. It seemed as though they were like moths to a flame when it came to powerful, rich men.

James nodded, pondering why she looked so familiar. Had she been his flight attendant the last time he'd flown? How long ago had that been? A few months at least.

She was a knockout blonde with great tits and ass. He only hired them if they were model material, but he was fairly sure he had already bedded this one.

She bent over as though to reach for something, and James had an epiphany. He had had sex with her, more than once, in this very plane. For the love of him, he couldn't remember her name, though.

Tiffany? Brandy? One of those generic names. Not that it mattered.

While she poured him a glass of champagne, she tried to accidentally touch him and then giggled an apology. He ignored her as he pulled his laptop from his bag and switched it on, making sure she understood how uninterested he was. He had no intention of bedding this woman again. If she'd have been a memorable lay, he would have remembered her name.

I need to tell Eric to find a new flight attendant. A redhead this time, I think. James had grown tired of blondes, especially fake ones like this one.

James required a constant flow of fresh blood, so to speak, at least as far as his lower staff members were concerned. Monotony was something he dreaded the most. Or more accurately put, he didn't want to look at the same woman around his house, his plane, or his office, especially if he'd already slept with them.

The flight from Boston to New York City was short, so he didn't have to tolerate — Kimberly? Joanna? whoever — fussing over him for too long. He'd already texted Eric to fire her ASAP because he didn't want to do it. The last thing he needed was to be trapped on a plane with a hysterical woman. Despite the unwanted distractions, he got some work done before landing.

As he disembarked, he thanked Mark for a smooth ride.

A Lexus LC was waiting for him next to the landing strip, just as he requested.

A driver got out of the car to hand him the keys before walking away. While the staff dealt with his luggage, James went to check under the hood of the Lexus LC. It was a habit of his, a specific ritual, to make sure nothing was tampered with. He had started doing it years ago after his father had died in a car accident. A person could never be too careful, especially if said person was like him: high-profile, wealthy, and successful. There were a lot of people out there, his enemies, people he’d bested business-wise, who would be happy to see him dead. James was sure of that. So, he felt it prudent to be careful.

If Dad had looked under the hood, then maybe he would still be alive. Of course, there was no point in pondering about such idiotic things at the moment. Or ever, for that matter. It could never be changed.

Once he made sure everything looked right, James closed the hood and got inside the car. He hadn't bought it, but now that he had a chance to look at it and get the feel of it, he kind of liked it.

It had been a while since he'd treated himself to a new car, and he could afford it if he wanted it. He could afford hundreds of them now, so perhaps he'd found his new baby, he mused while driving away. It certainly had a nice purr. He hated those new electronic silent cars. He wanted people to notice him approaching.

As he drove, James realized the car checked all his boxes, and it drove like a dream.

Although he could have arranged a car to drive him to the resort, he was glad he’d decided to do this. Something was freeing in the notion of being alone in a car, on the road, without people constantly demanding things from him. While he thrived in the chaos that was his life, this was a nice change, not to mention a thrill. It was like he was holding his life in his hands as he sped up.

It was a long drive from the airport to the resort, but he didn't mind. He turned on the GPS so he wouldn't get lost.

The ski lodge, which was unimaginatively called White Peaks, was at the top of a remote mountain peak, which he liked. He preferred secluded, lesser-known places as opposed to those that could be visited by a large number of people.

James didn't like the idea of mixing with those below him in status. He would never say something like that out loud, but he harbored a certain disdain toward those who were beneath him. In his defense, he found that logical. Why would he waste time on those who weren't as intelligent, wealthy, successful, or powerful? If those people possessed any worth, they would be like him. It was as simple as that.

He was pleased to find that Bert had enough sense to find a suitable place for the weekend retreat. Or so he hoped.

Eric had pulled all the details about White Peaks for him, and to his surprise, there wasn't much available. There was no doubt it was a luxury retreat, judging by the pictures, but they didn't market the place much, which James found reassuring. The right clientele knew about it and visited, so there was no need to market. Why show the common folk places they could never afford to visit?

James blasted the music as he drove faster than the speed limit. He wasn't worried about getting a ticket. Even if some dirt-road cop tried to write him a ticket, he would have trouble scatching him. This car was a beast, and James had decided to let it loose; see what it was capable of.

What was the point of driving a sports car if he was going to abide by the law or drive twenty miles an hour? Ridiculous.

Unfortunately, at some point, James was forced to slow down despite his desire to arrive at the place in style. And not by some incompetent cop, but because of Mother Nature. As it turned out, the last part of the drive was up a steep, curving road with a cliff on one side, and an edgy, sharp-looking, rocky mountain on the other. James had to concentrate while driving through the death trap.

One would think that such a prestigious place would have better access. Then again, perhaps this road was part of the charm.

Only the worthy could pass through. That thought made him chuckle.

Although he would never admit it, especially not out loud, James was slightly relieved once he made it. And then he saw a huge lodge right in front of him, surrounded by evergreen trees.

He was finally there.

He stopped in front of the entrance to the main lodge. As he stopped, he took in the small cabins scattered all around the property. The complex was much larger than he’d originally thought.

James wondered if Bert had arrived. He probably had; the nerd preferred to be early to everything. James was sure there was a mother/birthing joke in there somewhere, but he couldn't formulate it properly at the moment.

Had Helen arrived? His thoughts shifted to something more pleasant. Her underneath him.

I need a drink to get this party started.


THREE

JAMES


James wasn't too surprised when his phone rang. They can't last one day without me, he grumbled, answering.

He instantly regretted the decision because it was his mother.

She must have gotten a new number because he'd had all her calls forwarded to Eric. Life was much simpler that way, considering his mother was very needy.

"Hello, James," she greeted.

Although she'd lived in the States for about forty years, there was still a trace of a European accent in her voice. That always bothered him for some reason. He was an American, with true American values and goals, and it bothered him to be reminded of how his mother wasn't American at all.

"Hello, Mother," he replied, closing his eyes for a moment, wishing he'd ignored the call, and wondering how quickly he could get rid of her. He pinched the bridge of his nose with his free hand, getting an instant migraine. He didn't like speaking with her more than a couple of times a year.

"Am I interrupting anything?"

"I just arrived at a ski resort for the weekend," he said without answering her because the answer would be positive.

"You're taking some time off, how lovely," she commented.

James remained silent, not sure how to respond.

"Did you need something?" he asked after a short pause, needing this to be over quickly.

"I don't know if Eric forwarded my messages, but I was calling to ask if you would be attending my birthday dinner."

James' skin crawled. The thought of spending a whole dinner with her and her old-as-parchment friends, listening to them drone on about the good old days, made him want to blow his brains out. There wasn't a chance in hell he would go to that.

"I don't know about dinner, Mother. My schedule is pretty tight," he tried to excuse himself.

"Are you so busy that you aren't able to spend a few hours with your mother?" she challenged. "I barely see you."

He never fell for her emotional blackmail bullshit.

I thought you preferred it that way, was on the tip of his tongue. Instead, he said, "I will find time to visit you on your birthday, but I can't promise dinner," he remained adamant.

He was sure Eric had already prepared a nice birthday gift for her, and James would make sure there was a note attached saying how sorry he was for not being able to visit. Luckily, he'd learned from the best how to come up with bullshit excuses.

His mother had never been an important part of his life. When he was young, and his mother was still married to his father, she was constantly away, working or accompanying his father when he needed to show her off, attending parties, or traveling.

He'd lived with his father after the divorce, so he had been lucky if he saw her once a month while growing up. It wasn’t because his father had forbidden her to see James, but because she couldn't be bothered. She'd had other, more important things to do in her life than spend time with her son.

She'd always had the perfect excuse for why she wasn't able to see him, of course. And he wasn't resentful about that. They were just different people with different interests. He'd accepted that a long time ago.

The fact she was now trying to reach out, fearing she would be all alone in her old age, irked him in a way. She should have some dignity, and at least be consistent, be selfish to the end without trying to drag him into her problems. Perhaps that was a testament to her selfishness. That she had no regard for him, for his thoughts, or needs, and cared only for how she felt in her old age.

"Very well," his mother replied. He could hear the disappointment in her voice, but she didn't state it, so he ignored it. "I hope you have a lovely time this weekend."

"I will," he said, wrapping up the conversation.

Disconnecting, he took a moment to just sit in the car and try not to be affected by the interruption. Before he forgot, he texted Eric to include an excuse for him for not being able to attend his mother's birthday dinner.

Eric cheered him up by replying that he'd prepared something weeks ago. While his mother had her party, James would be in Vienna, having a party of his own.

He knows me better than I thought.

With that settled, James finally got out of the car and started looking around. The scenery was nice. Some would even say picturesque. The cottages were built between the trees, trying to preserve the natural look as much as possible, while white peaks could be seen between them, lurking in the distance. He hadn’t come here for the fucking view, though. There were far better places around the globe he could have visited for that if he so desired. Warmer, too.

It was much chillier than he'd anticipated. He couldn't wait to get inside and drink something warm. A few minutes out in the open was enough to chill him to the bone because he wasn't properly dressed. His leather jacket wasn't enough of a shield from the frosty air.

"What took you so long?" James said grudgingly to the approaching valet.

The guy muttered his apology, not that James cared.

"Key's in the ignition." He pointed, as though explaining to a child before starting to walk toward the entrance.

He assumed the valet would grab his luggage and follow after him. He had no intention of carrying his own bags, and if this was one of those places where wealthy people were forced to do manual labor so they could feel “alive” and “useful” again, he would be out of there so fast, he would melt all the tiny frost specks scattered around the resort. There was no snow on the ground, but it could be smelled in the air.

"And keep it someplace close," he commanded on second thought. He wanted a quick exit strategy if needed.

"Certainly, sir."

James’ body relaxed instantly once he was inside because it was nice and warm. It was pretty light too, since the place was constructed partly out of glass and partly out of wood, trying to keep the feeling of a cabin in the woods.

He was pleasantly surprised to see there were none of the tacky decorations around that many lodges seemed to prefer. As though James would enjoy looking at dead animals staring at him with glass eyes. He had always found that unnerving. And it didn't matter what he was doing at the moment — eating, drinking, smoking a cigar, fucking — having those dead eyes on him was beyond disturbing, and he couldn't understand people who liked such things.

There was only one person, a female, not too bad looking, standing behind the reception desk, so that was where James headed. He didn't notice anybody else around. The place looked deserted.

I hope Bert didn't bring me to some kind of haunted hotel. Not that James believed in such things.

As he approached, he noticed a few other staff members, their dark blue uniforms standing out against the rest of the ambiance, milling about behind the scenes, but nobody else. No patrons were around. Not inside the lodge, or outside on the trails that he could see.

Where was everybody? Had he arrived first? He didn't like the notion of that. It made him look too eager to be there, which was the furthest thing from the truth.

Another explanation occurred to him then.

The old, cheap bastard might have finally done something right for a change. James wondered if maybe Bertram and his friends had bought out the resort for the weekend to ensure that they weren't disturbed by other patrons. That reassured James that this would be a great weekend.

It went without saying that he approved of that idea. He was only slightly irked that the idea hadn't crossed his mind before. James could have gotten Eric to buy out all the rooms to ensure their privacy.

Fortunately, Bert had taken care of it. James made a mental note to thank his friend for doing so because the last thing he wanted this weekend was to have to pretend to be nice to some oligarch asshole who wanted to trade business tips. Especially since he would never do that in the first place.

James kept all his tips for himself. If others wanted to copy his moves later on, then that was their right, but he kept all his innovative moves and business strategies close to his heart and locked in his brain, only sharing what was necessary with a few select people at the right time. That was the key to his success. He was the key. And there was no duplicate of that.

So being alone in this place was preferable. It would be bad enough having to tolerate Bert's boring lawyer friends — except for Helen of course; he knew she would be lovely — without adding others to the mix.

Besides, businessmen were the worst kind. They were all too smug, too self-absorbed, and too vain to function normally in social environments, and that made them intolerable. Especially to James, who knew he was the smartest man in any room. His vast success and continuous growth of wealth were a testament to that, and the only reason others considered him an asshole was that they were jealous. He preferred it that way because it showed him that he was doing something right.

All of a sudden, James felt like he'd made a terrible mistake. He didn't like most people, so coming here to socialize with a bunch of strangers made no sense. Why did I come?

He knew it was because he was bored. Nothing held a thrill for him lately, so a weekend at a ski resort had sounded like a fun thing to do for a change. Even if it was with a bunch of strangers that he normally wouldn't be friends with. Not that he had many friends. Apart from Bert, he liked to keep his relations with others as professional as possible. It was less complicated that way.

He stopped himself there. He was overthinking things, which was another reason he needed a break. Besides, it had been a while since he'd skied, or fucked, and this was the perfect opportunity for both. If he also accomplished a few business tasks, he would declare the trip a success.

The receptionist began her usual speech, welcoming James to the White Peaks Resort as he approached. He interrupted her midway, not wanting to listen to that bullshit, and gave her his name.

She immediately started typing and then produced his key card.

"Here you go, sir. You’ll be staying in the Killy suite." The rooms were named after the most famous skiers to have visited the resort.

How very original.

"Have the others from Mr. Caulfield’s party arrived?" he inquired.

He hoped that at least Bert had already settled in so they could have a drink before having to endure the others.

Had Helen arrived? he wondered again. Would it be too forward of him to send her a bottle of champagne and some chocolate strawberries with a note that expressed his desire for her to share both with him? Or some black lacy underwear laid out on her bed, begging for a private viewing, he mused.

"There is a cocktail welcome reception scheduled for five p.m.," the receptionist provided.

"That's not what I asked, is it?" he replied curtly.

She got flustered for a moment as though not expecting to be called out on her stupidity before composing herself and replying.

"Yes, a few other guests of Mr. Caulfield, including Mr. Caulfield himself, have already arrived and settled in their suites. As I mentioned previously, he has scheduled a cocktail welcome reception in the Red Room at five p.m.," she recited.

"Excellent," he replied dismissively, turning around.

A bellhop was already waiting for him, so James followed behind as the man escorted him to his suite. He hoped they’d given him a nice suite with a view, otherwise he would ask for a replacement. While he was there, he wanted to experience the best accommodations this place had to offer.

The trip to his accommodations didn't take long, and once his bags were placed in the bedroom with a maid coming to unpack for him, the bellhop left carrying a substantial tip.

James quickly showered and changed and had just enough time to answer a few emails before his food arrived. Room service worked impeccably, and the food was surprisingly good.

After eating, he rested for a bit before it was time for him to go meet the other guests and play nice.

A staff member came to fetch him for the gathering. Was that because they thought he was incapable of finding this place on his own, or because Bert was paranoid that James would change his mind and run for the hills? Probably a little bit of both.

It irked him to be led around like a toddler, although he said nothing.

A couple of minutes later, James still hadn’t arrived at his destination. Was this resort that big, or did the idiot he was following take the longest route possible to make it look like he was doing something important? The left side of the wall was made of glass, which provided him with views of the mountains. Not even that could subdue his irritation.

But then he reminded himself that this was the highest of this man's achievements. The peak of his abilities was to play guide to the guests. How pathetic.

James cursed as they finally reached the Red Room.

Part of him expected a red room of pain or something along those lines, but despite its name, the red room wasn't red, nor did it possess any decoration of the kinky variety. It was devoid of color, to be more precise, done all in white, probably to match the snowy tops around them, which he found ridiculous.

Whoever came up with these stupid names was a moron.

A few people turned as he entered, stopped by the door, and scanned the room for familiar faces. Bertram approached him with a big smile, holding a very colorful drink with a pink umbrella.

"Someone started celebrating early," James commented, eyeing the drink. His teeth hurt just picturing the taste of that sugary disaster.

He wouldn't be caught dead drinking something like that.

"How was the trip up? Did you find the place alright?" Bert asked, ignoring the jibe.

"It was great until I hit that mountainous climb," James replied.

"It's worth it. You're going to love this place, trust me," Bert assured him.

"If you say so," James muttered, looking around. He was trying to spot a very particular person but couldn't see her anywhere.

"Come on, let's get you introduced." Bert put a hand on his shoulder, patting him jovially.

Oh, joy.
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“This is the gang," Bertram said enthusiastically.

Bert urged James forward with a meaty palm on his shoulder. It was a bit irritating to be thrust forward in such a way, but James put it down to Bert's exuberance at getting to introduce James to his friends. He dragged him deeper into the room and over to a group of people. James was relieved to see it was a fairly small gathering, perhaps about a dozen people, which was good because it meant that if he got bored with someone, he could move on to the next without looking rude. It would appear as though he was mingling and trying to interact with everybody, not running away.

As he'd expected, most of Bert's friends were part of the legal profession in some form or another. He'd known that would be the case; all the same, it was hard not to start cracking jokes about lawyers in a room full of them. They weren't all lawyers though: One of Bert's friends was a judge, and he looked just like James pictured a judge would look. He was a slight man, with peppered hair and black eyes. He looked like someone who’d given up on life a long time ago after being forced to watch the worst of mankind on a daily basis.

The first person Bert introduced him to was a woman named Melanie Cabot. Melanie was a lawyer who had a private practice and had once worked for the district attorney.

She looked just as he'd imagined a lady lawyer would look. Stuck up, dry, short, and round, with cropped hair that still suggested curls, wearing a burgundy power suit that didn't suit her at all. James had half a mind to recommend his tailor. Perhaps then she would look more like a woman and not a rack for clothes. Of course, he refrained from saying anything in that regard. He didn't want to insult people on the first day. It was going to be a long weekend, and he didn't want to endure her icy stares.

Melanie wasn't someone James would consider sleeping with. Not even piss-poor drunk, although he had to admit he was fascinated by her skin. It had a nice dark shade that almost glowed in a white room, and he had the urge to touch it, to see for himself if it was as soft as it looked. He didn't act on the urge; that would be beyond rude.
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James was confident in his assessment of Melanie. It was all shown in her mannerisms. She was stiff as a board, spoke in a monotone voice, and preferred to keep to herself. The only person she seemed willing to converse with was the judge, which James found funny.

Speaking of the judge, Doctor Nathan Liu was in his sixties. He was short and small-boned and looked as if a strong wind would blow him over. He was also soft-spoken, and that made James think he was weak. A pair of thick glasses did nothing to hide his tired black eyes, which seemed to droop onto his cheeks. James found his outdated hairstyle hysterical, as he wasn't just going gray, he was going straight to white and it flopped messily across his forehead, falling over the frame of his glasses.

The few words James exchanged with the judge were enough for him to know that they could never be friends. Though James found it amusing, to a degree, to watch how the other man interacted with his much younger associate. The good-natured judge looked at Melanie as though he would much rather do something else besides talking, although it would definitely involve her mouth moving. The thought made James snicker to himself.

And then Helen walked into the room, with some man in tow, probably her brother, and James forgot about everybody else. Immediately, he started walking toward the pair to introduce himself and abandon his current group without another word.

He was sure she already knew who he was, but the only way to stay oblivious was to live under a rock, and he still wanted to do this properly. He only had one chance to make a good first impression, because that was half of the job done in his experience, when wanting to get into a woman's pants.

James flashed his most dazzling smile as he stopped in front of her. The woman was confused for a moment but recovered quickly.

"Hello. My name is James Arnold, and you must be Helen. It's so very nice to meet you. Did you have a pleasant journey? How do you like this place so far? I love it. Can you believe this is my first time here? I don't think it's yours though, is it? I'm pretty sure Bert showed me a picture of you all here."

A long time ago, James figured out that a key to success was to not allow women to think too much, if they were capable of that in the first place, and overwhelm them with all kinds of information.

"Hello, Mr. Arnold, it's nice meeting you, too," she replied politely. "It was a nice trip up here; thank you for asking. We⁠—"

"Let's get you a drink, and then we can properly get to know each other," he interrupted, having no desire to hear her nonsense as he took her arm and guided her deeper into the room. Unfortunately, the brother stuck to them like a tick.

"Thanks; we could use a drink," the man said. "I’m Chase, Helen's boyfriend." He stuck out his hand for James to shake.

James did so, only to be polite. He was disgusted that this person was in Helen's life. She has a boyfriend? James fumed but kept a polite smile on his face. "Nice to meet you."

The boyfriend was a nobody. Not that James wasted too much time getting to know him. He was only interested in Helen. Was fascinated by her, and he wasn't going to let some prick get in his way of a delightful weekend with her.

Helen looked even better in person than she did in the photograph Bert had shown to him. She was so petite that James felt like a giant next to her, and that certainly held some appeal. James could picture something else looking especially big in her petite hands or mouth. Her features were delicate, and her brown eyes were wide, especially while speaking with him. The only thing that he didn't particularly care for, besides the boyfriend, was her dull, brown hair. It was too plain on her. Even some highlights would make a difference and push her into that sphere of absolute attractiveness.

She should dress better. Her jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt weren’t appealing. She should be wearing a dress, preferably a short one that showed plenty of cleavage. Still, he wasn't going to comment upon her lack of appropriate attire.

Instead, he said, "So tell me about you, Helen. How did you meet up with Bert and these others?" He wasn't that interested, but he knew women enjoyed talking about themselves, and it made him seem as though he cared.

As it turned out, Helen was only twenty-two. Bert was right, she was young, not that it made any difference to James. These new generations knew more about sex and how to please a man than the girls did when he was in college.

Back then, they spread their legs and expected the men to do all the work. Girls were wilder nowadays. The only good thing feminism brought was that now it was expected, almost demanded, that girls were better at sex than men. James didn't have a problem with that. If they wanted to act like porn stars, that was fine with him.

"I'm an intern at Melanie's law firm," she said, which explained how they knew each other.

James found it only slightly strange that Melanie would interact with her intern on such a personal level, but he was sure the poor woman didn't have many friends to begin with, so dragging her intern to a ski resort somewhat made sense.

"You know, you're a part of the reason I decided to join Bert this weekend," James said to her, leaning heavily on the charm.

"And why is that, Mr. Arnold?" she questioned, a look of confusion on her pretty face.

"Please, call me James," he offered before continuing. "Bert spoke highly of you, and since getting here, I've heard only praises from others about you. Melanie even called you her rising star. I'm always scouting for new talent. And perhaps one day, I'll need you to replace Bert when he's too old and tired to keep up with me," he said, only half joking.

Helen looked away for a moment, embarrassed by his praise, before saying, "I don't know what to say, other than I hope I don't disappoint you."

"You won't," James assured her.

The boyfriend said nothing while they spoke, but he was still there, lurking, although James did his best to ignore his presence. It irked him that Helen had brought a companion. It was rude, to say the least, because this Chase guy wasn't part of the group. He didn't work for Melanie. He wasn't a lawyer. His only connection was Helen, so in James’ opinion, he should have stayed home.

Of course, James was no lawyer, either. In normal circumstances, he also had no business spending a weekend with these people. Then again, he was the CEO of one of the most successful tech companies in the U.S., soon, in the world, which meant when he spoke, people tended to listen. So, he belonged in almost any group he wanted, no matter what. Chase, on the other hand, didn't, and he was easily forgettable.

Now that James thought about it, there was a chance it wasn't Helen's idea to bring him. Perhaps the boyfriend didn't trust her enough to let her spend a weekend here without him. It would be interesting if she had cheated on him before. It would certainly make James’ work in seducing her even easier.

So he had to give him that, Chase was a smart man for not letting his girlfriend out of his sight. If she was James’, he would keep an eye on her too because women couldn't be trusted.

Still, this was something James could take advantage of. He just had to formulate a plan and go for it. Unfortunately, he was distracted.

It was unnerving the way Helen's boyfriend kept staring at him. Although he didn't speak much, James doubted he could contribute to the conversation, but his eyes spoke volumes. He wasn't stupid. He knew James wanted to sleep with his girlfriend. And James wasn't afraid to show that was what he would do by the end of the weekend.

"This isn't what I ordered," James was forced to stop his monologue to snap at the waiter.

The weakling muttered an apology and looked at the floor.

"Go away, and get me the drink I asked for, now," James ordered, and thankfully, the waiter scurried away.

Moron. James shook his head, disappointed. "Honestly, how hard is it to remember that I wanted a single malt scotch, neat?" he asked rhetorically.

Helen shrugged and looked away.

"Where was I?" he wondered, too distracted by the incompetence of staff to slide back into his story.

And then, Bert appeared in front of him. "Having fun?" he asked with a smile.

Not as much as you are, apparently. From the way his words slurred, it seemed that Bert was drinking more heavily than usual.

"I would be if the waiters weren't so simple-minded," James said the second thing that came to mind.

"Why do you do that?" Bert surprised him by asking.

"Do what?"

"Allow such things to get to you."

Because James deserved the best, so he demanded the best, and anything beneath that felt like an insult.

"I don't," James defended. "Although one would think that a place like this would hire better staff and offer better service."

James kept glancing at Helen, and her boyfriend as he conversed with Bertram. While James spoke with Bert, the happy couple stayed put beside them without conversing with each other or acknowledging one another in any way, which James found odd. They didn't seem so happy to be together.

That’s interesting, James thought.

Perhaps it was James’ wishful thinking that they didn't act like a couple. More to the point, the boyfriend didn't seem to be at all affectionate toward his girlfriend. Apart from sending daggers James’ way, Chase did nothing to express his affection for Helen, which James found interesting, and something to be further explored and exploited.

Stupid boy. If Helen was James’ and he wanted to stake his claim on her in front of others, he would be all over her like syrup on pancakes, so no one else would dare to approach her, let alone try to seduce her.

The way things stood, this almost felt like an invitation. As though Helen wanted to be with someone else. And James was very much interested to be that someone.

Regardless of the arrangement between the happy couple, James decided he would indeed sleep with her, preferably multiple times because it had been a while and he wanted to indulge.

That sounded like a fun activity, besides drinking and skiing, and was sure Helen would think the same. Besides, cuckolding her boyfriend right under his nose, while he was impotent to stop it felt like a nice bonus.

It would serve as a lesson to him that some among them were true men, successful in every way, true winners, and others were nothing but boys, destined to be losers forever.
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After a couple of hours of drinking cocktails in the poorly named red room, except for James, who finally got his single malt, it was somewhat spontaneously decided it was time to put some food in their bellies. Naturally, James thought was an excellent idea, even if it wasn't his because, in his mind, it meant he would get another chance to speak with Helen and get to know her better.

He thought could learn a great deal about a person while the said person was distracted by a meal. Even the most blatant interrogations were stomached much better — pun intended — with a proper meal presented during it.

I should patent that shit to the police and make a fortune, he joked to himself.

James was about to propose to Helen they should find a table together in the dining hall on the other side of the building when Bert ruined his plans.

"I need to speak with you in private."

"Can't it wait?" James asked, sending Helen a flirtatious smile.

"No," Bert replied curtly.

His friend dragged him to a semi-private table so they could eat alone and catch up. As though they didn't see each other enough in Boston. Bert was his lawyer and adviser for crying out loud, which meant they saw each other at least a couple of times a week.

Still, James allowed this little tête-à-tête to happen, figuring Bert had something important to tell him and didn't want to do it around so many witnesses.

Some of their dealings weren't only secretive but treading on the verge of legal, so it was always prudent to be careful and keep things between them.

The rest of the guests broke into smaller groups and settled in the dining room or went to the garden room, which was adjacent to the dining room, so they could enjoy the view as they ate.

Apparently, they didn't all need to eat together since they were not a bunch of high schoolers on a school trip.

James was about to ask what the matter was, but the waiter came to take their order and then Bert beat him to the punch.

"What the hell are you doing?" Bert snapped.

Perhaps those cocktails he’d drank were a little bit too strong. James knew that Bert drank to calm his nerves, but it also made Bert more assertive. The drinks seemed to empower him to speak his mind without sugarcoating and lowered his self-control.

Was that a good or a bad thing? Only time would tell.

James frowned and leaned back in his chair. He didn't appreciate Bert's tone or words one bit. Although James had considered him a friend for many years, not even he had the right to speak with him in such a manner.

If it had been anyone but Bert, that person would be dealt with immediately. James would either fire him or find some other way to ruin his life.

However, feeling generous, since Bert was the person sitting across from him, and highly intoxicated at that, James let it slide. He kept his temper in check, pretending as though nothing was amiss. James needed to be the bigger person and not let his ego do the talking. This was supposed to be a fun weekend, and he shouldn't allow this drunken fool to ruin it.

He’ll be sorry for this tomorrow. James was sure of that. And he would forgive him for this, once Bert started groveling for insulting him, because they were friends.

All that passed through his head in a millisecond before he asked, "What do you mean?" James genuinely had no idea what had upset his friend so much that he forgot with whom he was speaking and abandoned his manners.

Then again, it was highly possible that Bert had imagined the problem. He had ingested a large quantity of sugar with his alcohol, and that was never a good thing, which was why James was sticking to whiskey.

"Helen," Bert said through gritted teeth, his left hand clutching into a fist.

What the hell? James couldn't help wondering.

"What about her?" James asked, hiding his surprise behind an impeccable poker face. Did Bert want her to himself? Had he fallen in love with the young intern? Again? James groaned inwardly.

That wouldn't surprise him too much because it was something Bert had done many times in the past. And it would explain his enthusiasm for this trip.

Bert has the hots for Helen. James had no problem with that. As long as he had the first taste, he didn’t care who ended up with her.

Bert shook his head. "I can't believe you are so blatantly chasing after an involved woman on our vacation."

On our vacation? He made it sound as though they were there on their honeymoon.

Helen was the only reason James had agreed to come to this resort, and he thought his friend knew that. More to the point, he couldn't understand why Bert was acting like this. This wasn’t the first time James had chased a woman. James was always looking to bed some fresh intern, a new associate, secretary, or whatever, and Bert knew it. He’d laughed about it, even. James had done the same thing countless times over the years and Bert had never made such a big deal out of it before. Why was this so different?

"I think you're exaggerating. That kid she's dating would try to kick my ass if I was being that blatant," James tried to joke, but he was the only one who found it amusing.

Bert remained far too serious for James’ liking. "Exactly," Bert agreed. "She's here with her boyfriend. She's involved with someone else, so back off."

"I think 'involved' is too serious a word for their relationship," James challenged.

Bert gave him a disgusted look. His eyes sparkled slightly from all the booze, but he pulled it off. James felt thoroughly judged.

"She introduced him as her boyfriend, James. I think that's involvement enough for you to stop making a fool of yourself."

James chuckled. He was not making a fool of himself; he was doing what he always did. He saw something that he wanted and was going after it. Plain and simple.

"A boyfriend she hasn't kissed, hugged, or touched once since they arrived."

"You’re keeping score?" Bert countered argumentatively.

"Yes, I am," James countered stubbornly.

"And you think that gives you the right to make a move on her? In front of him?" Bert challenged.

"Yes," James replied instantly, unrepentantly.

"That's not normal. It’s not right. Can't you see that?"

"Look, if it's insulting your delicate senses that much, I promise to do it in private from now on," James offered with a wink.

He didn't understand what had gotten into Bert, but he was still trying to end this ridiculous argument as soon as possible.

"James, I'm serious. This is no game; it's a woman’s life."

"I beg to differ. Look. If that boy isn't man enough to keep that piece of ass by showing her affection, then she's fair game, and he deserves to lose her."

James felt ridiculous being forced to say something so clear out loud. Bert lived by that rule, too. What was happening to him? Why had his friend who had chased women as much as he did, who looked for hot, available, and sometimes not available women to bed, suddenly become a monk?

Was it something about this particular woman that had Bert’s underwear in such a bunch? Had he been right in thinking that Bert wanted Helen for himself? That had to be it. Still, James wouldn’t give up his pursuit of her just because Bert had suddenly grown a conscience.

He stared at his friend across the table as he looked like he was sweating out the alcohol he'd consumed. James figured Bert would probably need to order another just to replace what was pouring out of his pores.

"James, you're too old to pull a stunt like this."

James blinked at that, then arched a brow. "Speak for yourself. I'm in my prime." It was one thing for Bert to grow a conscience and quite another for him to disparage his friend.

Bert shook his head again. "Leave the poor girl alone. She just wants to spend a nice weekend with her boyfriend," he muttered across the table.

I'm sure I can offer her something more exciting. "Don't you think it's up to her to decide that?" James challenged. He was tired of this conversation. With his nagging, acting like a parent, Bert was seriously threatening to ruin his good mood. "Maybe she'll find my company more thrilling than what's-his-face's."

James was sure of that because he could offer her things that boy never could. And James wasn’t just talking about material things. He was sure he was a much better lover. He'd slept with too many to count, and no one had ever complained.

"Even if she is having trouble in her relationship, you should stay out of it." Bert frowned at him.

James groaned. "What's gotten into you today? Why are we having this conversation over some girl? Do you have hots for her? Is that it? Do you want to fuck her first? Is that what it would take for you to leave me alone?" James rambled, finally losing his patience. Although he'd tried his best to remain calm and end this peacefully, Bert's insistence made him snap.

"Fuck you, James. Not everything revolves around sex. At least not for most of us." Bert snorted.

"Right back at you," James countered, pissed off.

How dare he. That hurt, especially since his life did not revolve around chasing tail. He loved sex as much as any man, and there were periods in his life when he partied and indulged. But now, he gravitated toward far more important things in life, like power and leaving a legacy behind.

Fucking Helen was a recreational thing, not a necessity, and it hurt that his friend didn't know him well enough to know that difference.

They stared at one another for a while in silence. James broke it first.

"So, if you don't want to fuck her, why don't you want me to have a go at her?" he asked blatantly.

"Because it's not right to chase after her when she's got her boyfriend here."

James rolled his eyes. "Again, they don't act like they're in a relationship. And if she's willing, I will be with her, like it or not," James insisted calmly. He was in control once again.

"Please, James, don't do this. Don't ruin the weekend," Bert pleaded. "Let's just have a nice weekend," he stressed the words.

James made a face. "I'm trying to, and you’re ruining it by being the moral police," James accused.

The particularly frustrating thing was that this wasn't the first time Bert had taken on this role. Bert had acted strangely lately, was always in a bad mood, and constantly found flaws in everything James did. Sometimes, it was exhausting being in his presence. It was like constantly having a disapproving father by his side, and he hated it. He'd already had one controlling father in his life. Thank God he was dead. He didn't need another.

Bert gave him a sour look and pursed his lips. "Call me what you like, but what you are doing — what you want to do — is wrong," he insisted.

James sighed. "You're starting to sound like a broken record, so I think I’ll take my meal someplace else." And with that, he stood up and marched away. He could hear Bertram cussing quietly as he left, and he smirked. Served him right.
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After leaving Bert, James found his waiter and directed him to deliver his meal to the garden room. He hadn't noticed Helen in the dining room and thought perhaps she and her not-so-lover boy had gone there to eat. However, upon finding a seat, he discovered she was not there, either.

Helen must have retired early because he hadn’t been there to entertain her. Damn you, Bert, he fumed.

Thanks to Bert and his unwanted lectures on morality, he'd missed an opportunity to convince Helen what a nice guy he was. He'd had a whole plan laid out, a plan that had worked many times in the past.

He would have charmed her pants off during dinner, talking about his successful business, and anecdotes that occurred to him over the years, all the while pouring wine into her, after which he would suggest a nice stroll around the grounds or something like that.

Offering a nightcap in his suite would be too presumptuous, so he'd have chosen neutral ground so they could continue their conversation.

And if her pestering boyfriend insisted on coming as well, James would have pretended to realize with concern that she was not properly dressed for an outdoor stroll. Then, acting chivalrous as shit, her boyfriend would probably have rushed to their room to grab her a jacket, while James would have remembered he had a jacket in his car and persuaded her to go with him to get it instead of waiting on that fool.

He would have acted as though it was a nice opportunity to show her his new purchase. That was something she wouldn't refuse because all girls liked fast cars. She would have swooned over his car, so maybe he would have offered her a ride, and if she'd said yes, he would have known she was interested. Perhaps she would have even suggested they stop on the side of the road for a quickie. Then his fantasy fell apart as he remembered they couldn't drive far away without reaching that dangerous part of the road with the cliffs.

Still, James never had the opportunity to test his plan because Bert had ruined everything.

I hope he's happy, he fumed.

Thanks to his infuriating friend, James had failed today, and he had never failed before. So tomorrow, he would have to step up his game and be more aggressive in his pursuit of what he wanted.

Despite what Bert had said, James knew he had been very subtle today, and perhaps that was part of the problem. Maybe Helen hadn’t realized he was interested. Perhaps her ignorance about such things was the reason his bed was empty tonight. He would make sure tomorrow that she knew what he wanted. Usually, he liked to be more subtle, but he was running out of time. If he wanted to fuck her — and he did — then he had to seriously step up his game.

James just had to figure out a way to get rid of her annoying boyfriend so he could have her to himself. He was sure she could fully be herself when he was around, which was understandable. Once James had eliminated him, she would be easy prey.

He started to smile picturing Helen with him, but then the image of Bert came to mind and immediately soured his mood. What if that bastard tries to cock block me tomorrow, too?

James wouldn't let him, plain and simple. He couldn't care less what that stuck-up bastard said. If he decided he was too old and done with conquering women, done with having fun, then that was his problem. James wanted to experience life to the fullest until the day he died.

Bert's motives for his behavior didn't matter to him anymore. Some would call it childish, but James was now additionally motivated to seduce Helen because Bert was so opposed to him doing so.

Maybe I can make a video of the two of us and send it to Bert, he mused.

That would teach him not to step out of line. They were friends, but James was the boss, and that meant he could do whatever the fuck he wanted. If Bert had a problem with that, then he could just fuck off and quit because James was losing patience with him. If this attitude continued, James would fire him. Loyalty was the most important thing to him, and James was extremely loyal to himself.

The next day, Bert's friends said it was too beautiful to stay indoors and decided to go skiing. James hadn’t skied in a while, but since Helen was among the first to welcome the idea, he had no choice but to be enthusiastic.

He was confident that his natural skills were still there, albeit a little rusty. It was like riding a bike, and one could never forget how to do that. He had a sneaking feeling that Bert had proposed skiing to mess with his plans, but James refused to back down.

He silently thanked himself for having enough sense to tell Eric to buy him new equipment. It was the best money could buy, top-notch professional stuff, which gave him additional confidence he would be able to impress Helen with his skills. A nice bonus was that he looked dashing in his all-white ski suit. He stood out, and Helen would have no problem tracking him.

Once they were ready, and their things were packed, they hopped into two big vans and headed to the slopes.

The car took them to the nearest chairlifts, and from there, they would use them to reach the slopes.

James sat next to Helen in the van, much to the chagrin of her boyfriend, who was forced to sit in the front, something that especially delighted James.

"I'm looking forward to this. It's been a while since I skied," he said conversationally.

Helen nodded. She wasn't particularly chatty that morning. He wondered why that was. Had she fought with her boyfriend? he mused, hoping that to be the case.

"Are you a skier?" he asked next. "I can offer some lessons or advice if you're not too sure about your skills," he offered, assuming she was inexperienced.

"Thank you; I think I'll manage," she replied politely.

It irked him that she was always so polite with him. He didn't want politeness, he wanted flirty and sexy. Then again, maybe that was her way of flirting. Maybe she was bad at it. Also, there was a chance she acted this way because her boyfriend was sitting in the front, and James was sure he was listening to every word. James was tempted to say something provocative and salacious to test that theory.

He had to find a way to separate the two once they reached the slopes because he needed some alone time with Helen.

"I looked for you last night," he tested.

The boyfriend did not react.

"Why?" Helen asked, genuinely curious.

Could she possibly be this oblivious?

"It was such a lovely night, and I wanted to see if you wanted to go for a walk. I was eager to continue our conversation." A walk that could lead to me seeing you naked.

Helen shifted in her seat and James suppressed a smile. She was finally getting it. She looked at him with curiosity.

" I was wondering⁠—"

"We're here," Helen interjected as the van came to a stop.

She hopped out with such enthusiasm that it irritated James to realize she was looking forward to the skiing.

James looked at the chairlift and made a face. He would never admit it, but he hated those things. They never looked particularly safe. They were just benches hooked to a piece of wire, with no safety nets or anything. Not that James was able to express his concerns in front of Helen. He had to maintain his cool demeanor.

He decided that others should go before him, and he and Helen could go among the last ones to be on the safe side. If the thing didn't crumble under Bert's weight, then James would be convinced it was safe to use.

"Let's go to that one first." She pointed to the farthest slope, the one that looked the steepest as well.

Although she wasn't necessarily speaking to him, James replied. "That looks very steep," he commented.

She grinned. "That's the point."

Her overconfidence was going to get her hurt.

"Shouldn't we go to that one first?" he offered. "To warm up, I mean."

The last thing he wanted was for her to break a leg or something because then, he would never get a chance to sleep with her.

"You want to go to the bunny hill?" someone mocked. He turned to look at the people behind him but couldn't determine who had said it.

Was it Bert? His damn hat was muffling everything.

"It's not a bunny hill, and by the way, those are called the blue slopes," he corrected. "It's a perfectly normal slope."

"If you think that's the best path for your abilities, then go for it," Chase surprised him by speaking. "The rest of us are going to that one," he said with a grin. It was obvious he was trying to bait James.

What an infantile and weak attempt to rattle me. He had no idea who he was dealing with.

"I didn't offer that for my benefit, but for those among us who aren't too keen on skiing. Perhaps the ladies would prefer a calmer slope."

As he said that, Helen jumped on the seat of the chairlift — with terrible ease, he might add — and off she went.

Without him.

Damn it.

The rest followed suit without further conversation, so James had no other choice than to do the same. He didn't want to appear afraid, especially in front of Chase. That peacock thought he'd bested him. James would show him nothing was further from the truth.

James would record Helen shouting his name while he fuck her and send it to Chase for a birthday present.

James approached the damn thing. Was it moving faster than it should? The damn seats were so slippery, he dropped a couple of times trying to jump on.

Fuck, he fumed, getting irritated with it. With his suit. With the damn mountain. With everything.

Eventually, he climbed on and instantly started looking for Helen. He'd wasted too much time, and the ride upward was so fucking slow that by the time he reached the top, Helen was already back at the bottom.

Fuck.

He watched her ski and had to admit she knew what she was doing. Not bad at all. And her ass, despite being in a thick ski suit, looked majestic. He was mesmerized by that ass and made a mental note to fuck her from behind at some point.

James debated if he should go down or just wait for her to return. Eventually, he did the former because he didn't want to allow Chase to make a jibe at his expense. Though he was built like an athlete, and he liked to claim that he was into sports like this, he wasn't, and his physique came mostly from the gym. He'd fallen numerous times on the ski trail, and he had bruises now in places he didn't even want to think about.

By the time he got to the bottom, Helen was nowhere to be seen. And that became the theme of the day. The entire day, he felt like he was trying to play catch up, chasing after her, always a couple of steps too late. It was frustrating as hell.

Eventually, he decided to give up. It was a dumb idea to begin with. James wouldn't be able to talk to her, anyway, not when she was the better skier. He didn't like not being good at something.

Feeling kind of glum and more than a little sore, he returned to the lounge and ordered himself a double whiskey. He needed a different approach with Helen because she was too dense to understand he was after her.

Perhaps the direct approach would be best. That could also be a double-edged sword, so he would leave that as a last resort. He would offer her a job if she slept with him, and an ambitious girl like her would say yes immediately. He hoped it wouldn't have to come to such crudeness. He would give her some additional time to come to her senses and realize on her own that he wanted her.

With the new plan thought out and his stomach thoroughly warmed by the whiskey, James waited for the rest of the group, and especially Helen, to return.
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That evening, thanks to James’ charm and insistence, the group dined together.

While the rest of the group enjoyed skiing, James had plenty of time to come up with his next course of action. After a couple of hours, and as many drinks, he realized he was overthinking things and that it was best to keep it simple.

Helen wasn't the type of girl to require elaborate schemes. He merely needed to be in her presence, and she would eventually fall for him. They all did. Hence, the dinner.

James took it upon himself to commandeer a few staff members to help him set everything up for the evening to his liking.

They rearranged tables and chairs in the garden room so all of them could be together. And playing the host, he also dictated where everybody would sit. It went without saying that he ended up next to Helen, with her boyfriend across from them.

James made sure Chase had the best view of them. He wanted Chase to see the exact moment James convinced Helen to sleep with him. That would be as thrilling as the actual sex.

James chose his best attire from the limited supply that he brought with him for the evening. His goal was to impress. And by the looks of it, he had succeeded. He pretended not to notice how they all looked at him, at the same time realizing they were vastly underdressed.

Helen looked kind of moody sitting down, and considering Chase looked nothing better, James was one hundred percent sure they'd fought before dinner. That cheered him to no end.

James tried to engage her in conversation a couple of times.

"I hope you're starving. I had the chef prepare a special menu just for us. You like smoked salmon, right?"

"I'm allergic to fish."

James was stunned. Allergic to fish? He'd never heard something like that. Was it even possible? Or was it a made-up thing because she didn't like fish?

"Oh, well that's disappointing. There are other options too," he reassured her quickly. "Various salads," he added as an afterthought, remembering that women preferred salads so they could stay thin.

She nearly chose the wrong wine too, so James stepped in and helped her order the right one. But she barely thanked him for preventing her from that mistake.

More to the point, she acted stiff and cold toward him, when he was nothing but his helpful, pleasant, charming self. He knew some women tended to turn into bitches when they were hungry, so he didn't take that too close to heart. Naturally, there was another explanation. Perhaps she was PMSing or something.

Nothing was worse than a hormonal woman, so James tended to avoid them during those days. Even when he was involved with someone, so to speak, he always made sure Eric kept tabs on their cycle so James could avoid interacting with them during that insufferable time. Besides, he detested fucking them while they were bleeding. If he couldn't fuck them, then he had no use for them.

Bert refused to speak with him throughout dinner, merely sending him dirty looks here and there, and James let him. He was sure the man was on his period. He would come around once he realized he was acting like an idiot. James let it be, focusing on what was important. Helen.

After some hors d'oeuvres that James cared nothing about, the meal was served. He was seriously hungry after the day of skiing. Naturally, the conversations stalled a little at that point. Where there was food, there was delicious red or white wine, and James allowed himself to indulge a little.

After James had a conversation with the staff, their service vastly improved. The food was delicious, and the drinks were flowing. All was as it was supposed to be, so James approved.

Although he was getting nowhere with Helen since she continued to ignore him, James was starting to have a good time. He even laughed at some of Bert's jokes that under normal circumstances wouldn't have been funny because Bert wasn't a funny guy.

He was sure it was thanks to the amount of alcohol he'd ingested during the day, but he didn't care. Life was good, so he should let loose and indulge every once in a while, especially since he was celebrating his successes. He made toasts to that, to the hundreds of millions he had earned, multiple times during dinner.

The booze didn't only improve his mood, it also helped manage the pain. He'd slipped hard while returning to the lodge because some idiot failed to caution him about the ice on the path. Luckily, nobody saw him fall. Especially the part where he had trouble getting up. Eventually, he dragged himself next to a tree and used it to stand. Although he suffered no major injury, James’ knee still bothered him a little, but after a couple of drinks, he forgot all about that incident. After a few more, he forgot he had been on the slopes at all. He was having a better time indoors because Helen was beside him.

Beautiful, moody Helen. He had just the cure for her bad mood, and that was his cock inside her ass.

If only she would let him.

He was so horny for her; he could have taken her right there.

They moved to a different room after dinner to continue drinking and talking but in a much more informal setting. The place looked like a living room, so everyone found places on various chairs and sofas to relax and recover from the abundant dinner.

James wasn't pleased that not one person had thanked him for arranging all of this for everybody. He slaved all day for them, and nobody cared. Selfish bastards. He wouldn't allow such a thing to ruin his mood. He wasn't that petty.

"... and I didn't give them a chance to say no to me, if you know what I mean," James talked, a little louder than he was supposed to, but he needed to make sure Helen could hear him as he walked to his seat, gesticulating with his drink, making sure not to spill it.

He couldn't say for sure, but it seemed as though the whiskey he was drinking was getting better with time.

He wasn't pleased to see Helen and her boyfriend sitting next to one another in a loveseat, and that there wasn't a seat available near her. Grudgingly, he moved across the room.

Perhaps that was even better. He was always the center of attention, and since he was entertaining the crowd with anecdotes from his life, he was sure she would come to him on her own.

"But that's just smart business," he concluded with a shrug, sitting on the bar chair so they were all forced to look up at him.

"I thought something like that was called a hostile takeover," Melanie commented, and James wasn't surprised something like that had come out of her mouth.

Of course, she as a lawyer would try to rain on his parade. His first impression of her was dead on. She was unimpressive as a person, boring to no end, and a major downer. So, it was no wonder she wasn't capable of understanding the daily subtleties that his line of work required to thrive.

"‘Hostile takeover’ are such ugly words," James replied. It was just business, in his opinion. He said as much.

"It's still true," she insisted, irking him.

"If you can't handle taking a few punches along the way, then you don't deserve to play the game in the first place," he said smugly.

"You sound like you're proud of what you do."

"Of course I'm proud. I'm the CEO of one of the most successful tech companies in the U.S."

"Without regard for others? To workers who lost their jobs? Companies ruined or bankrupt?" she challenged. "And what about small wages and layoffs? Do I need to go on?"

He didn't like where this conversation was heading. He felt like she was accusing him of something, and he didn't like it. This was supposed to be a fun evening.

Sadly, that was what lawyers did. They killed all the fun.

"My father had a saying: What doesn't kill you makes you stronger. In my opinion, I made a lot of people just a little bit stronger." He chuckled, amused by his joke.

It looked like there was more Melanie wanted to say, but she refrained. He was glad it finally dawned on her that she was ruining the atmosphere; killing the mood for everybody.

He was trying to entertain all of them for crying out loud, and she was acting all serious and shit, and suddenly James was irked that she had been invited on this trip. Bert, what were you thinking?

He decided to let it slide. They had all drank a little too much, so it was to be expected that a few foolish things would come out of their mouths. He just hoped Melanie had enough sense to cut herself off because she was making a fool of herself and showing her ignorance.

"I just wish there were more worthy adversaries out there. Nothing represents a challenge anymore,” he added, and it was true. He had defeated most of his rivals.

"You treat business as though it's war," Judge Liu commented.

James nodded. "That's because it is. You either do everything to survive or you end up dead."

"Everything?" the judge challenged.

"Yes. Everything is allowed in love and war, as the saying goes."

"I hope you're speaking metaphorically there, Mr. Arnold."

"Of course, Judge," James replied, chuckling. "Although I have to say, it's thrilling treading on the edge," he said, winking. "I can't count how many times my adversaries weren't smart enough to defeat me, while we explored barely legal ways of conduct."

James knew they were all enthralled with his tales of business acumen. He was proud of everything he'd accomplished. It wasn't his fault these businesses weren't capable of taking care of their people. That was how he was able to take them over in the first place. They would have gone under at some point anyway, so who cared if he took them over before that happened and streamlined things? It was what a good businessman did. And okay, sometimes he rode the line between ethical and unethical, but it was all legal. Mostly. "And I wouldn't be where I am today without Bert's help," James added, raising his glass toward Bertram in salute.

Bert gave him a slight nod and took a drink of something fruity. Just looking at the drink made James nauseous. He couldn't imagine drinking something like that. He waved the waiter over and requested another malt whiskey. He was drinking more than usual, but this was one of the few times he felt at ease and able to indulge himself.

"So, are all of your dealings barely legal?" Chase joined in the conversation.

James didn't bother to look at the boy. He knew Chase was trying to act high and mighty to impress his girlfriend, but compared to James, he was a weak little man. "My good friend Bert makes sure that everything I say and do is legal," he said, winking at Helen before taking a sip of his drink.

"So, it's all smoke and mirrors; tricks used to defeat adversaries. That doesn't sound too moral," Chase said.

James rolled his eyes. "Morality doesn't make you rich or powerful. Morality is good for priests, but not so much for businessmen. Smart business decisions make you rich and powerful. And if I may offer a piece of advice, thinking like that will get you nowhere in life. You'll be nothing."

The waiter returned with another round of drinks and passed them around, though it seemed to James that most of the others were nursing their drinks like they were teetotalers. It was a shame; this was some of the best malt whiskey he'd ever had.

"I am curious about something, Mr. Arnold, business-wise," Helen started to speak once the waiter left, wanting to return to the previous subject.

"Helen, dear, do call me James, please. I insist. We are all friends here, so you can ask me anything," he said, feeling generous.

"Has there ever been a time you crossed the line and Bertram wasn't able to save you?" she challenged.

"You distracted me with those beautiful eyes of yours. What was your question again?" James said with a smile.

"What would you do if Bertram wasn't there to save you from crossing the line?" she asked directly.

"What would I do?" he repeated, testing the words. He looked Helen straight in the eyes and grinned. "I think we all know what I would do." He chuckled, taking another sip of his drink.

"I don't know what that means. Please explain," Helen countered politely.

"I know you're young, but you have to know how things stand in the world," James started to reply in a slightly condescending manner. "Rules don't apply to men like me." He laughed, looking at Judge Liu. "Sorry, Judge," he added with a shrug, "but you know it's true."

"Men like you?" Helen queried.

"Wealthy and successful businessmen."

"So, you'd buy your way out?" Helen summed it up, guessing his meaning.

"Yes, of course, and please don't look so shocked. Everyone does it, and trust me, it works every time."

Helen frowned at him as though he were telling a lie, but it was true. The world worked differently for people like him. "Money makes people like me untouchable, and that's a fact," James concluded.
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Despite James’ best efforts and all the charm he possessed and had honed over the years, Helen appeared immune to his advances, which once again meant he'd failed to lure her into his bed. It was mind-boggling. He couldn't believe she didn't want to be with him. There had to be another explanation.

She was super sweet with him, polite, and calm when he petted her on the shoulder or tapped her knee, but that was it. He used every trick in the book. He was attentive, showered her with attention, and gave her compliments while mentioning his greatest accomplishments, net worth, huge collection of cars, and things like that in passing, even faking humility, but nothing worked.

What the actual fuck do I need to do to get her?

She appeared oblivious to his advances. Then again, there was another explanation as to why she remained so cold toward him. And he wasn't talking about her boyfriend.

As time went by, with him getting nowhere with her, James started to wonder if maybe she wasn't interested in men at all because this had never happened to him. Women loved him. No matter the age, social status, or ethnicity, they swooned over him. He was their wet dream and biggest fantasy. He was the man they wanted to fuck hard, and then take home to meet their fathers, and marry. He was the whole package.

All the women he'd ever encountered acted like that except for Helen, and that infuriated him. Who does she think she is, to insult me like that? She should feel lucky, grateful even that he chose to be with her this weekend.

Then again, if she was a lesbian, her behavior made sense. And he didn't find it too strange that she had a boyfriend. Many closeted lesbians had them for cover. Chase was a nice cover for her, especially since he seemed as frigid as she was. Or perhaps he was gay, too. That would make sense. No straight man looked like that. He was too fit, too perfectly featured.

Not that James felt threatened by the boy. How could he? It was a relief he finally saw the truth.

He'd told Bert those two weren't in a real relationship, and he was right. He'd found it strange from the beginning, wondered what kind of a man didn't kiss or hug his woman, and now, he had an answer. A fake kind. Helen's attitude toward James was proof of that. Plain and simple.

If there was still one thing that didn't make sense, it was Chase's attitude toward James. If the boy wasn't jealous or threatened because of Helen, why did he keep shooting daggers at James? Why did everything coming from Chase's mouth sound like an indirect attack?

Perhaps he was just a bad actor. James decided to brush it off, and another thought occurred to him. Perhaps Chase was jealous of everything that James had and all he had accomplished.

James didn't care much about the arrangement between those two as long as he got a chance to be with Helen. Even if she was a lesbian, James still wanted to fuck her. He would have to get her super drunk and offer to help her to her room. Naturally, he would take her to his room instead, and fuck her. Problem solved. She could carry on being a lesbian afterward.

Then again, she didn't dress like a lesbian. And she didn't wear her hair like most lesbians preferred: short, like a man.

For a bunch of man-hating, angry bitches, they did everything in their power to look like men. They never could be men without cocks, he chuckled silently.

What if he was looking at things from the wrong angle? He had a moment of doubt. What if Helen was interested in him but pretending she wasn't?

What if she was playing the long game, pretending not to care about his advances because she wanted him to get hooked and step up his game? What if while he was trying to work her, she was working him? That instantly made her far more interesting. Not due to the manipulation tactics she employed because that had happened to him before, but that it took him this long to figure it out.

Women were generally attracted to money, so it made sense that they found him extremely desirable and would stop at nothing to have him. The only problem was that James was too smart to fall for that shit.

So that’s her real game, that little minx, James thought with a small grin. She wanted him to work harder. She wanted him to offer her dates to lavish restaurants, trips around the world in private planes, and most importantly, shower her with extravagant gifts. In return, she would still play hard to get because the end goal was a diamond ring on her finger.

James shuddered with disgust. He would never get married. Ever. No pussy was worth all that hassle.

If that was what Helen was after, then she was in for a great disappointment. That didn't mean he'd lost interest. Two could play the game, and he could be as sneaky as she apparently was.

He knew he was a catch for a woman like Helen. She was an intern, and her lifestyle could drastically be improved by dating him. James wasn't going to allow her to use him to take shortcuts in life, though. He would fuck her to teach her a lesson. She had to possess something far greater than what was between her legs to be a winner like he was.

Musing about all of that, James realized he wasn't disappointed that he’d figured all this out about Helen. It made things that much simpler for him. Now he just had to play along, make her think he'd fallen into her trap, and then she would let him do to her whatever he pleased.

Perhaps he could use her longer than for just this weekend. Once he got tired of her, he would have Eric get rid of her. Just like all the rest.

Now it made perfect sense why his previous tactics hadn't worked. A sneaky bitch like her wasn't falling for it, which was precisely why he would adjust his strategies to match hers.

Everyone else had retired for the night a long time ago, but James couldn't. A lot was on his mind, but now that he’d figured it all out, he felt like he was finally ready for bed.

There was only one problem: He didn't want to go alone. If Helen wasn't there, somebody else would have to do because James wasn't feeling particularly picky. Melanie was out of the question; he would probably just fall asleep during sex because she was that boring. That meant he needed to bed one of the female staff members. Pickings were slim, but there were still a couple who were fuckable. None of them were what James was used to, but as he said, beggars couldn't be choosers.

"When do you finish your shift?" he asked the girl who was placing clean glasses at the bar in the corner of the room.

"My shift just started."

A graveyard shift. That meant she wasn't too good at her job.

"Want to take a break and join me for a nightcap in my room?"

"I can't. I have to get back to work," she replied politely before leaving.

Bitch.

He tried again with a maid he ran across in the hallway.

"Do you know if breakfast is any good in this joint?"

"All the food is delicious at our resort, sir."

"Want to share a plate of scrambled eggs with me tomorrow morning?"

She just looked at him as though not knowing what to say.

He flashed her a dazzling smile. "I know there's a lot of time between now and then, so how about we do something else in the meantime?"

He was not planning to have breakfast with her. She wasn't worth it. He planned to kick her out as soon as he was finished with her, but he had to lure her with something. That was how the game was played. Speaking of games, his mind went back to Helen. She would be his no matter what.

The maid just muttered something in a language he didn't understand and hurried away.

He'd failed again. Unbelievable. Although the women remained polite and professional, not one had accepted his offer. One would think he was offering them a night full of pain and terror, not pleasure, by the way they reacted. They feared for their jobs, he was sure of that.

This ski resort offered poor service. He was horny and there was nobody to fuck. That was unacceptable. He would even settle for a massage at that point, yet this stuck-up place didn’t offer it.

Something like that would never happen in a five-star hotel because those establishments knew how to take care of their clients and offer full service. If he was someplace else, he would have multiple women at his disposal. They would be waiting in his bed, ready and willing.

Sulking, he entered his suite in a moment of pure rage. He hated this place and regretted coming. But then the moment passed, and James picked up his phone to dial room service. He ordered a bottle of whiskey. He made sure they knew how disappointed he would be if it wasn't a single malt.

He didn't have to wait long. Although it wasn't the top-shelf stuff he was used to, he nonetheless decided to drink himself to sleep that night to try and forget about this day altogether.

Instead of celebrating his successes and being with Helen, he was hugging a half-empty bottle of whiskey. Life wasn't fair sometimes.

To make matters worse, he was too drunk and in too bad of a mood to do any work. Although he had promised himself to take care of some business while at the ski resort, he had accomplished nothing so far. He'd spent too much time chasing after Helen and accomplished nothing on too many fronts.

This place was cursed.

Why had Helen said no? It wasn't like he'd asked or been direct about it. If he’d uttered the words, “Do you want to come to my room to have sex with me,” and she’d said no, then perhaps that would offer him some peace of mind.

As things stood, he felt like he was in limbo, stuck, and frustrated as hell. Luckily, at least his dick had stopped nudging him since he'd consumed all that alcohol.

Helen was a clever enough girl. He shouldn't be forced to spell things out for her. He had done the stupid song-and-dance routine for two days straight. The least she could do was offer a blowjob.

"Is that too much to ask?" he asked the empty room.

Maybe she doesn't want to ruin a sure thing with Chase, he suddenly thought as his alcohol-soaked mind decided to play with him.

James made a face. That boy was nothing. What could he possibly offer Helen that James could not?

I can offer her the world, he thought while taking a big swig of his drink. I am better in every way. James had all the money, power, and prestige, not to mention the looks. He was thirty-eight years old and looked far better than that boy in his twenties.

"And I can fuck. I can definitely fuck," he slurred, his tongue refusing to formulate the words correctly.

So why was Helen wasting time on Chase?

She had to be a lesbian. There was no doubt about it.

Maybe I should sweeten the deal, he had a moment of inspiration. Maybe I can offer her some kind of compensation.

He could make it worth her while.

If she wants to be treated like a whore, I can do that, he thought crudely.

James had never paid for sex, but it wasn't beneath him to arrange a business transaction to help a struggling intern who was showing a lot of potential.

That was more than that boy could ever do to her, that was for sure.

James had no idea when he’d fallen asleep — well, passed out — but all of a sudden, he opened his eyes, fully awake. It was still dark outside, and he could feel he was hungover from the way his head was hurting him. There was a chance he was still drunk; he couldn't distinguish for sure.

He checked the time. It was morning.

"What the..." as it turned out, it wasn't dark. It was snowing heavily. The huge snowflakes fell with such speed and erratic patterns, that it looked like the sun had failed to rise.

That meant skiing today was out of the question. Not that he was broken up about it. He didn't plan to drink today as much as he did last night. He had indulged enough.

James forced himself to stand and go to look through the window. He couldn't see anything clearly. The sky was dark gray, and it was obvious this blizzard had no plan to stop any time soon. It looked like it was prepared to fall for days.

That stopped him in his tracks. He didn't have a couple of days. He was supposed to leave tonight.

How the fuck am I going to get home? he growled inside his head.
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James dressed quickly and stormed out of his suite. He wanted to find a person responsible for this. If there was a meteorological warning and a possibility for such a blizzard, then this resort should not have accommodated any guests for that period.

This was highly irresponsible and unprofessional, and he would let his opinion be known. While he walked — marched — he tried to dial Eric but had no phone signal.

"Fuck," he cursed, not caring if others could see or hear his outrage. He had every right to be outraged considering the circumstances.

I need to get the fuck out of here.

Abandoning the futile attempts to speak with his PA, he instead started furiously texting about his predicament, being snowed in on a freaking mountain. And then he stopped himself.

There was a slight chance he was overreacting. In business, it was prudent to be prepared for the worst-case scenarios while planning for the best. There was a chance such mentality was getting in the way.

James still didn't know how bad the weather was. It was snowing heavily, that much could be seen through the windows and glass walls around him, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. Perhaps this place had an alternate way out.

It would be prudent to gather information about his predicament before overreacting and panicking. Not that he was panicking. James didn't panic. Ever.

The first person he encountered was a waiter who was busying himself in the dining room, setting everything up for breakfast.

"What's going on?" James demanded as he rushed to the man’s side.

The waiter was a little startled but recovered quickly.

Was this the same one who couldn't get my drink correct? James thought. He couldn't tell for sure.

"What do you mean, sir?" he asked.

James barely stopped himself from growling. "The weather. What's going on with the weather?"

"It's snowing, sir."

Is he being facetious? Or fucking with me? Now he felt like committing murder.

"I can see that. How bad is it?"

"I don't know, sir," he replied apologetically. "You could ask at the front desk."

James gritted his teeth. Useless. His opinion about this resort was going down by the second.

James marched to the front desk of the lodge without further delay.

He was the only patron there, which he found odd. Don't others care if they are snowed in? James had no time to dwell on other people's work ethics. He had to find out how bad the situation was and how to get out of there. That was all that mattered to him at the moment.

He wasn't pleased to see how young the person working the front desk was. The boy still looked wet behind his ears, and before he’d said anything, James knew he wouldn't be able to help him.

"What can you tell me about this weather?" James asked without preamble. He needed answers, and he needed them now because a lot depended on it. He didn’t have time for politeness.

"It's snowing, sir," the boy replied instantly.

He felt like slamming the boy's head against the counter, so much so that his palm tingled. Are all the people who work here useless?

"Are you trying to be funny, or are you too incompetent to understand my question?" James demanded, showing he wasn't amused by the reply.

As expected, the boy caved under his gaze. James knew how to be intimidating when he wanted to be. And he wanted to be at the moment. The boy was getting on his nerves.

"I apologize, sir."

James didn’t care for his empty apologies.

"Tell me how bad it is," he demanded, moving forward. "How long is this storm going to last? Are the roads still open? I need to get out of here tonight, and I need to know how to make that happen." James bombarded him with questions and demands, and he saw the precise moment there was a snap in the boy's head, rendering him useless. He hadn’t been any help from the start, but this was an overload he wasn't capable of handling.

The boy just looked at him in panic like a wild animal caught in headlights. James felt like shaking him so he would snap out of it but knew it would be pointless. I knew this idiot couldn’t help me, he fumed.

Then again, he had to do something. "I need answers!" he yelled.

"I'm sorry, sir," the boy stammered, but did not offer anything else.

James was surrounded by idiots. After all of this was dealt with, he made a mental note to track down the owner of this establishment and have an honest conversation with him. Because things happening in this resort were not acceptable. James had paid for top-notch service, and so far, he'd received none of it.

James was prepared to go nuclear on the boy when another staff member walked through the door behind the reception area and came to stand next to the boy.

"Mr. Arnold, may I help you?" she greeted him politely.

He noted that she, too, looked young. It was as though this place had a policy to only hire people in their twenties; children. That was a poor business strategy if they asked him; people in their twenties were generally idiots. He'd encountered too many today, which proved his point.

"Are you the manager?" If she wasn't, James wouldn't bother dealing with her. He needed someone up the food chain to help him.

The girl nodded. "My name is Wendy. How may I help you?"

"It's pretty simple. I'm trying to gather some information about this damn weather. So far I've been unable to learn anything since every person in here looks at me as though they’re not understanding the question."

James wasn't specifically looking at the boy as he said all that, but the other man still looked down, red in the face and wishing himself invisible.

James wished that as well.

"We've just received news from our plow crew, who are currently working outside."

"And? What did they say?" James interjected.

"As you can see, the snow is falling heavily, and based on estimation, it's going to fall at the same rate for at least the next twelve hours, possibly more."

James tried to remain calm. "What does that mean?" he asked, not bothering to hide his displeasure. He needed specifics. He knew the damned snow was falling. He wanted to know what these people were going to do about it.

"It means the roads are closed for the time being. The crew we have will work non-stop to keep our immediate area cleaned and deiced, but until they can get the long road to the resort plowed and deiced, it will remain closed," she replied calmly, which only infuriated him more.

How dare she look so unbothered while delivering such disastrous news! She should be on her knees begging for forgiveness.

"So, what you're saying is that I'm stuck here until this storm stops and the road is cleared," he summed it up.

"I am afraid that is correct, sir."

He shook his head. That wasn't something he could accept. "Are you honestly telling me that is the best you can do?" he challenged.

He needed to speak with her boss because what she was saying was ludicrous. Did she know who he was? Rules for mundane people didn't apply to him. If he wanted to go home, they were obliged to make it happen.

"Unfortunately, sir, when it comes to the whims of Mother Nature, there isn't much we can do. Besides, at this time of the year, larger amounts of snow are to be expected."

Was she suggesting he'd made a mistake by coming here this weekend? He wouldn't tolerate that. James decided to calm himself because he knew that if he lost his patience, this girl would only start crying, and that would get him nowhere when he needed to be in Boston by tomorrow morning.

"I understand that," he forced himself to say much more calmly than he felt. "However, I need to leave tonight. Can I order a helicopter or something?"

She blinked twice before replying. "Sir, I'm fairly certain that flying is not allowed in this weather. We're under a blizzard warning."

James fought back the insults and curses he had locked and loaded. "So, you're saying that I'm stuck here for the time being."

"‘Stuck’ is such a negative word," she replied with a small, professional smile. "We will do everything in our power to accommodate you and make this the best possible experience, free of charge, of course, as an apology for such inconvenience."

He looked at her incredulously. Did she think he cared about money right now? He made more money in a minute than she could make working here in a month. He detested wasting time, and staying at this resort a day longer would be just that. He wasn't too satisfied with how this weekend had turned out in general, and prolonging it would be ridiculous.

Realizing how useless it was speaking with this “manager”, James walked away. As always, he would have to find his own way out of this mess because the idiots who worked here were useless, leaving him stuck on this stupid mountain.

He needed to call Eric and deal with his schedule. He would have to reorganize things for the next couple of days because he had no idea when he would be able to leave.

I will dig a tunnel off this mountain if I have to, he fumed. Well, I'll pay someone to do that for me.

He stood next to the window and stared at the falling snow that appeared to mock him.

Useless idiots, he muttered as he dialed Eric's number, pleased to hear it ringing.

"Hello?" Eric answered, sounding a bit strange.

"Eric, I need you to reschedule as many of my meetings as possible. I'm snowed in. Offer my sincerest apologies to the McKellan Group."

He didn't have to say more because Eric knew how to make bullshit apologies.

Eric said nothing.

"How are things holding up on your end?"

Nothing.

"Do you hear me?" James demanded.

Still nothing.

What the fuck?

He looked at his phone. The call had dropped. He called again, and it wouldn't connect. He tried again, and again, but there was no service.

Oh, for fuck's sake. Can this day get any worse?

Seeing no other way, he returned to the reception area. The boy moved to the far side of the front desk, as though scared of him, forcing him to speak with the girl again.

"My phone just stopped working; can I use yours? I need to make a very important call."

She made an apologetic expression, and James knew whatever she had to say, he wouldn't like it.

"I'm sorry, sir, but cellphone and internet services were knocked out by the storm."

"What?" he yelled, not able to contain his displeasure. Are they freaking kidding me. First, he was stuck there for an indeterminate time. And now he couldn't communicate with the outside world. That was unacceptable.

"We're doing everything in our power to fix this issue as soon as possible," she was quick to reassure him, but James knew how to recognize a bullshit line when he heard it.

"Don't you have a satellite phone or landline phone?"

"I'm sorry, Mr. Arnold. The landline went out a few hours ago, and we don't have a satellite phone."

He leaned forward. "You're not sorry enough, but you will be." With that, he walked away.

He couldn't look at those two anymore. He felt like raging, but what would that accomplish? It was a snowstorm. A fucking blizzard! There was nothing anybody could do. At least, there was nothing these incompetent idiots could do for him.

Snowed in on a mountain with nothing that could be done about it. That sounded ridiculous to him in this day and age. If this was the serious luxury resort it pretended to be, they would have found a way to deal with this by now. Someone should have made an emergency exit, even if it meant going through the mountain. Now that would be the full service he expected from a place that charged as much as they did.

Perhaps this is a blessing in disguise, he forced himself to think more positively. Look at the brighter side of things. By staying, he would have an extra day or so to try and bed Helen. He smiled. If that incompetent manager wanted to make it up to him for this inconvenience, as she put it, she would make that happen. She would offer Helen up to him on a silver platter. That would be too easy. He would enjoy the hunt on his own.

He gave Bertram a nod as he passed him, not bothering to tone down the feral grin he wore as he thought about Helen. "Don't bother asking those idiots about the weather. We're not getting out of here tonight," he growled.

"Oh?" Bertram raised a brow and paused in the hallway. "Then what has you so happy? I'd imagine you would be peeved and calling for Mother Nature's head for this weather."

James turned back to him. "And you're not? You seem pretty relaxed knowing we're not getting out of here."

Bertram shrugged. "What can you do? Not like the storm was predicted. Just have to ride it out. Not a big deal."

"Easy for you to say. I've got business to attend to, and I can't fucking reach Eric."

"I'm sure he'll figure it out. Still doesn't explain your happiness." Bertram stared at him with suspicion.

James smirked. "Might as well make the most of it. Gives me another chance at Helen."

Bertram sighed and rolled his eyes.

"Just because you can't get your dick up doesn't mean I can't," James spat, turning back down the hallway. "And you can save me your righteous indignation, Bert. Don't know when you went all holier-than-thou, but I don't like it, so you can keep it to your fucking self." With that James headed back to his room.
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James did not return to his suite because there was nothing he could do there anyway and went to breakfast instead.

Reaching the dining room, he saw that he wasn't the only one who’d taken the news poorly. Most of the diners looked glum, unlike Bert. It made sense to James that they would feel more like him and not like Bertram. It was understandable that these wealthy people — not wealthy like him, of course — and successful — not at his level, but still somewhat successful — were pissed they wouldn't be able to return to their lives because of the snow.

They were all losing money because the resort was incompetent and couldn't provide them with a viable plan to leave that didn't involve waiting for the snow to stop falling.

James was losing money being stuck here. It didn't matter that it was a luxury he could afford, it was a matter of principle. He was deeply disappointed in this luxury ski resort. He'd expected better service on every level.

What if one of the guests had a medical emergency? Would they let that person die because there was a snowstorm? He stopped himself because he knew if he kept going, he would only get furious all over again.

I'll eat first and then work on fucking Helen, he told himself.

Realizing there was only a buffet available, he scrunched his nose in distaste. He hated buffets. James didn't like anything generic and pedestrian, so he ordered something off the menu from a waiter and found a table.

Helen wasn't in the dining room, which was disappointing.

She came in about twenty minutes later, and she sat at the farthest table from him. James sighed, looking at his useless phone, waiting for his food to arrive, and too troubled by everything to move closer to her. He had decided he had this extra time to seduce her, but he didn't feel like bothering just then. She was too supercilious for his taste, anyway.

As the blizzard continued to rage around them, the hope of getting out of there on time continued to fade. The slopes were closed as well. James wasn’t too broken up about it, but it meant their group was trapped, and doomed, left to their own devices to entertain themselves inside.

The resort had an indoor pool and a spa, so there was that. There was also a small gym and a few squash courts, and one for pickleball too, but James wasn’t in the mood for any of it. And since the internet continued to be down, the group was condemned to sit together, drink, and talk. James had returned to the bad mood he'd had upon waking and discovering it was snowing and ignored Helen altogether.

This had been a highly disappointing weekend. He would have had a much better time with his mother and her friends. He shuddered at that thought. Nothing was as bad as that.

This was a close second place. This would teach him not to accept an offer from Bertram for a good time. He could have accomplished so much if he were in Boston right now, instead of here, but such thoughts were pointless. He was trapped in upstate New York, and the only thing he could do was sit around, drink, and wait for the situation to change.

James hated waiting, so this was his version of hell. There was no sex in hell, either. If he could only find someone to warm his bed, his time there would pass more quickl. Then again, he didn't want just anybody. He wanted Helen.

Bertram stood and started hitting his glass with his fingernail as though trying to get everybody's attention with such a tiny bit of noise. James refrained from pointing out that he needed a piece of silverware for such action.

"I know we're all a little down thanks to this storm messing up our plans, but that doesn't mean we can't still have fun."

I am so sick and tired of that word, James thought.

"I say we have all the fun we need right here," James mocked, raising his glass of whiskey.

No matter what Bert intended for them to do for fun, James had his own plans. He was going to get drunk and go to sleep. The plan was easy and simple to remember.

Bertram ignored James, although he’d obviously heard him and was irritated by it because he glared at James before continuing to speak. "We should use this happenstance, this freedom, this mini vacation given to us to the best of our abilities."

James wanted that, too, but Helen still refused to sleep with him. What was wrong with that girl? Was she blind? Was she stupid? He couldn't figure her out.

"How?" James asked his friend.

"We can play a game," Bert offered.

James rolled his eyes. He wasn't a kid to play board games. He hadn’t played those even when he was a kid. Nonetheless, he decided to have a little fun with Bert.

"Bert, I don't think the staff would let us do something that isn't PG-friendly on their premises, although that would be fun."

If Bert was suggesting they should organize an orgy, James would be all for it, as long as they called all the female staff members to join them because there were only two women for ten of them, and James didn't like sharing. Not to mention he didn't consider Melanie female at all. He was sure he wouldn't be able to even get his dick up if he had to fuck her, he mused.

"It's going to be PG-friendly. Sort of," Bert replied seriously.

That man had no sense of humor anymore. "That's disappointing," James muttered mostly to himself.

"What did you have in mind?" a man whose name was either Tom or John asked. James was terrible with names when he didn't care.

"I thought we might play a game we used to play when I was in law school," Bert replied.

"Are you suggesting what I think you are?" Melanie joined in with a smile.

James groaned inwardly. If that bore of a woman looked enthusiastic about this proposal, he knew without hearing anything more that it would be a disaster.

Maybe I should leave, go to my suite, and let these kids play their games, James thought.

"A courtroom game," Bertram announced with enthusiasm. "In teams."

"That sounds interesting," Helen commented, her smile lighting up her face.

That piques her interest? James thought with a frown.

"Tell us more about it," she prompted. "How is it played?"

"It's simple," Bertram reassured. "We'll divide into teams, and each team will present a controversial case in which the defendant was found guilty in the court of public opinion and innocent in the court of law."

"You mean like OJ?" James asked. He had always been fascinated that the man had gotten away with murder. It proved if you had enough money and power, you could get away with anything. He'd used that to his advantage on more than one occasion, not that anyone here knew to what extent. Not even Bert. The idea made him smile.

"Exactly," Bertram replied with a nod. "That's a great example," he complimented. "But let's not do that one; it's been done to death. Let's be more creative," he encouraged.

"Okay, I'm in," Helen said.

"What do you say, James? Think you might be interested in trying your hand at it?" Bertram asked, then looked at the others. "What about the rest of you? Are you interested?"

"That sounds like something that could potentially be interesting," James allowed.

Bertram grinned. "I'm glad you think so."

"As long as you don't lawyer it up too much," James added.

"Lawyer it up?" Bertram repeated, looking confused.

"You know," James chuckled, "drone on and on about the unimportant shit."

Bertram chuckled, too. "We'll have to keep that in mind."

"I'm just saying this is supposed to be a game — a fun game, right?" James asked.

"Right, looking to make it fun," Bertram agreed. "Everyone agree?"

"Sure," Melanie answered.

"I'm in," Judge Liu added.

"So, what do we need to do? How do we start?" Helen asked.

"As I said, we'll split up into teams. Each team will have three people: a prosecutor, a defendant, and his lawyer. They will try a case in front of a judge, with the rest of us serving as the jury."

Do I want to spend my day here, doing that? James wondered. Then again, he was already trapped, so why not complete the experience with something he would never be caught dead doing in normal life?

"I presume you'll want me to play the judge," Judge Liu said with a small smile.

Bertram shrugged. "It doesn't have to be you for every case, Judge, if you want to try a different role for a change."

"I think it would be fun to do a case about a judge put on trial," Jack — or was it Jim? — commented.

They all started to speak at the same time, teasing the old man and enthusiastically discussing if there were famous cases on the subject.

The judge shushed them all by raising his hands. "I would like to stay in my regular role if you don't mind. I'm curious to see how I would rule in such cases," he said exuberantly.

"Okay, that's settled," Bertram said. "How about the rest of you?" He looked at the group. "Any suggestions about the cases? Do you have preferred roles?"

They all started talking at the same time again. It was like watching children, and James didn't particularly care about children. While they spoke and offered suggestions, topics, and whatnot, James sat quietly and drank. The whiskey had grown on him over time.

Although he'd agreed to participate in this charade, he didn't plan on participating in all the madness, if that made sense. He was there in body only; his spirit wandered.

"Pair up," Bertram said eventually.

James watched as the teams were made rather quickly.

Melanie ended up on a team with a man whose name James kept forgetting but rhymed with mayonnaise. Their defendant was Chase.

It cheered him that Chase and Helen weren't on the same team because it meant Helen was left to fend for herself, unprotected, vulnerable, wide open for him to swoop in, and take her.

The first trio chose to do a court case James had never heard of, and then he learned it was sixty years old, so it kind of made sense he was unaware of it, not being a lawyer, and having a life.

Bert teamed up with two boring lawyers, and by the looks of it, they had a case locked and loaded as well. It was sad to see these grown men act like children about a boring game.

James ignored the third team because in his opinion it contained the most energy-sucking, mind-numbing, dull people he'd ever met. They’d decided to do the Michael Jackson case, but James was sure this trio would make it as boring as they were.

That left Helen, who didn't have a partner or a court case in mind. She was fairly young, and inexperienced. She had barely started law school, so it made sense she was that unfamiliar with it all.

"I guess you and I are teammates," he said generously to her as he moved to stand next to her.

"I guess we are," she countered.

James was pleased with this turn of events. If he believed in such things, he would say this was a sign from the heavens that she was supposed to be with him. And if God wanted him to bang her, then who was he to say no?

Jokes aside, he was aware this was the best opportunity he would have to spend some time with her and take her to bed. With everybody else working on these cases in groups, Helen belonged to him.

The best part was that neither her boyfriend nor Bert could pester them. James planned to be extra charming. He would flirt with her tirelessly, and he was sure it wouldn't take long to take her to bed, considering it would be just the two of them, which meant she could relax and accept his advances.

She'd been playing hard to get this long for her boyfriend's benefit. With him out of the picture, she would jump into James' bed in no time.

"How about I play the defendant, and you play my hotshot lawyer," he offered, pretending to care about the game.

That was the only logical scenario, considering he was no lawyer.

"That would be perfect, thank you," she said offering a smile.

James smiled as well. She was so going to be his; he knew it.

"You'll have to coach me. I'm pretty inexperienced in all this," he teased.

"That can be arranged. Do you have a specific case in mind? Something we can do?" she asked hopefully.

I know something we can do, was on the tip of his tongue. Yet he dismissed that to focus on what she’d said.

Unfortunately, James knew nothing about famous cases, mostly because he didn't care. He was being forced to play along to get in her pants.

"Do I have a specific case in mind?" he repeated to appear as though he was interested in what they were doing. He made a face. "No … but I'll follow your lead."

"If we don't come up with a specific crime, the judge and jury can charge you with anything," she said seriously.

She was cute trying to look professional. She would be one sexy lawyer.

She can defend me any time, as long as she's naked.

"I don't care," he replied honestly, too late realizing that was probably not the best response. What could he say? He’d been distracted by her mouth and what it could do, for a moment.

"This is just a game anyway," he added, to correct his previous mistake. "I'm sure we'll think of something."

"Sure," she replied in the same manner.

And James smiled. This day had taken a turn for the better.
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All the teams separated to discuss cases and strategies in private. James and Helen stayed put because everybody else had left the dining room. He offered his suite for them to strategize in, knowing that would be the perfect opportunity to pounce on her, but she refused. She justified it by saying that this place had better, more professional lighting.

"It reeks of food in here," he complained.

She remained silent for a bit. "You're right," she said eventually. "Let’s move to the library."

James groaned inwardly but complied.

He was surprised to see everyone taking this game so seriously. Then again, it made sense since most of them were lawyers. They took everything too seriously, so it shouldn't come as a shock that they’d ruined this, too.

It was as though the first thing they learned in law school was how to suck the fun out of everything. How to lose a sense of humor if they had it in the first place. He'd spent enough years with Bertram to know it was true.

James truly didn't care to invest himself too much in this game. The only thing he cared about was having sex with Helen. He would play along for now to achieve what he wanted.

They all agreed to do this for an hour, and then they would reunite for lunch. After lunch, they would converge in the conference room and get started.

Bert had already asked a few staff members to rearrange the furniture in the room to make it look more like a courtroom.

As James mentioned before, they were all taking this game way too seriously.

Unfortunately, Helen was taking this fake trial thing way too seriously as well. Sadly, she tried to explain to him what this trial would look like. James nodded dutifully in appropriate places while not listening to what she was saying.

She had a pleasant voice. He very much enjoyed the lull of it, but he would much rather picture how she would sound while he was inside of her, fucking her, than hear her drone on about something so boring as a court case, using technical terms in the process.

There was a reason lawyers were generally not considered sexy. And he was quite sure only other lawyers liked porn about lawyers. Talk like that — technical, cold, and dry — couldn't entice a boner. Not in a regular normal hot-blooded man.

Helen wrote down the entire legal strategy for them to follow, although they still didn't have a case. She did her best in the limited time that they had to coach him on how to behave and how to reply while on the stand.

James tried to change the subject and chat about her a few times, to hear about her likes, dislikes, and hobbies, but she brushed all of that away and only wanted to speak about this trial, which infuriated him.

The only reason he'd agreed to this madness was to spend some quality alone time with her. And she was ruining it by wanting to discuss the case.

What is wrong with her?

Then he realized there was a perfectly good reason why she was acting so serious when she didn't have to. Helen wanted to impress her superiors. James was sure Melanie would look at her differently if Helen did this job correctly.

This was supposed to be a game, but it was more than a game. It was a show and tell of a sort, where each one of them would present to the group and show skills and orator talents to be judged and evaluated. So, it made sense that Helen wanted to look her best. He was that young once, so he understood the urge.

James tried to reassure her that she was doing great and that nobody would judge her even if she wasn't the best.

That was the wrong thing to say because she looked kind of mad. James made enough women angry in his life to know what that looked like.

"Can we please go through that last part again?" he encouraged to get back on her good side.

It felt like the longest hour of his life, and not in a good way. He realized that even though he wanted to charm her and talk about anything but their legal proceeding, or various laws, and rules that needed to be followed, he couldn't do that.

Or more accurately put, he knew he would accomplish more if he played along and pretended he was having the time of his life. If he tried to stray again or angered her in any way, then he could kiss any prospect of sex goodbye. Women were known to be spiteful like that.

It never made sense to him that women, especially married ones, would withhold sex from their spouses when angry. If they were married, they had duties toward one another. If a man's job was to provide, then it was a woman's job to take care of her man, and that included sex, no matter what.

If James had a wife — not that he ever wanted to get married — he would never tolerate such nonsense. Nobody would ever be able to blackmail him in such a vile way. And if she tried, then he would divorce her, and leave her penniless, plain and simple. He stopped there, realizing he'd gotten off track.

James decided to let loose at lunch. First, he entered the dining room with his arm around Helen's shoulder, showing how chummy they had become during their private hour, and then he sat next to her at lunch.

The best part was that her boyfriend couldn't do anything about it because he came in later, and all of the nearby seats were already taken.

Chase looked pissed off about it, and that felt like a cherry on top.

James noted that Helen ordered a Caesar salad for lunch.

"If you like Caesar salad, you should try it at the Red Velvet Mansion. Chef Pierre is a personal friend of mine. I can take you there," he offered.

She shook her head. "I'm not much of an eater. It's all the same to me."

He was sure she was just saying that for appearance's sake. Most women liked to stuff their faces in private while pretending not to like eating in public. The most ironic thing was that the fat women James encountered claimed the same thing.

He always felt the urge to say, bitch, please. You stuff your face with all kinds of food, all day long, you disgusting pig. Perhaps in college, he had said those things to girls a couple of times. He'd learned his lesson since then. It was bad to say such things in public.

James decided to change his tactic. "How long have you and Chase been together?"

She looked at him questioningly. "About six months."

He figured as much. And he was sure the relationship wasn't that serious. If it was, there would already be a ring on her finger.

"Can I be frank with you about something?" He pretended to speak out of concern.

She nodded. "Okay," she allowed.

"I don't see a future for the two of you."

"Why not?" she countered somewhat defensively, as he expected she would.

"He's a boy, and there's nothing you can learn from him. A bright girl like you needs a man by her side to show her what life is supposed to look like."

He gazed into her eyes with such intensity that even she would be able to figure out his meaning.

She looked away first, checking the time. "I think we're supposed to start with the trials now," she said, changing the subject.

James knew he’d made her uncomfortable, but she’d only felt like that because she felt guilty for wanting him. He’d expected as much. She was a good girl, and good girls wanted to do everything the bad ones did and eventually would succumb to doing but their conscience got in the way at first.

That was an obstacle James wasn't particularly worried about.

People around them started to get up, finished with their lunch and moving to the other room, and Helen did the same.

Grudgingly, James trailed after her. It wasn't fair they had to be interrupted by this nonsense when he was finally feeling like he was getting somewhere with her.

Despite his constant, shameless flirting, Helen continued to put him off. It was frustrating as hell. He felt like he was taking one step forward and three steps back. James pretended he was infatuated with her, and bragged how he had the best lawyer available on that mountain. He offered to take her places, and show her things, and still accomplished nothing.

What is her deal? he fumed in his moments of solace. It couldn't be that she didn't want him. All women wanted him.

James was musing about Helen, and what it all meant as the first case was presented. Although he was distracted by his minor setback — he would never call it a failure — he eventually got sucked into the case.

James was sitting in the back with the rest of the spectators/jurors while the judge gave the summary of what was about to take place in his court of law.

These people were bonkers.

Once he finished, it was the prosecutor's turn to present the case and explain what the defendant was charged with. The defense lawyers spoke as well but for a shorter time.

It felt like a pretty straightforward case, at least to James.

The defendant was a man in his forties, a successful businessman, who blackmailed his on-again, off-again girlfriend to continue their sexual relationship by threatening to publicly reveal her nudes. She was somewhat famous, and such images could tarnish her career and reputation.

There was also a twist in this story. The defendant released those images to the press anyway, after they’d had sex countless times, for whatever reason, which drove her to commit suicide.

James raised an eyebrow at the prosecutor's narrative. He couldn't believe it. To commit suicide over something so trivial as a few nude pictures was ridiculous. How weak was this woman if she couldn't handle that? James scoffed. Then again, he considered all people who committed suicide weak. That was nature's way of thinning the herd.

Naturally, they were recreating the whole case but at a significantly faster pace, sticking to the most important parts. They didn't have expert witnesses, so they chose a few statements from them to read out loud. They presented all the evidence, and in the end, the defendant was put on the stand to defend his honor.

James was bored. He couldn't believe these people chose that specific case for entertainment. He didn't see anything controversial about it. It all looked pretty clear, and he couldn't understand all the fuss around it.

That man wasn't guilty of his ex-girlfriend ending her life, it was as simple as that. And it was ridiculous to James that some prosecutor had charged him with a crime.

It wasn't particularly nice of the defendant to pressure her to have sex with him. James was sure he could have used other methods to achieve the same thing. But it was her damn fault for sending those nudes in the first place. She should have thought about the consequences.

The guy saw them as an advantage and decided to use them, which James found legitimate. If she couldn't handle that, then it was her fault. If she didn't want to be treated as a slut, she shouldn't have acted like one.

Women used that card way too often. They did all kinds of shit, taunting men, sending pictures, dressing provocatively, and leading men on, and once they got hurt, they cried rape or harassment or whatever. Acted like they were the victims, which was the furthest from the truth. Those men were the real victims.

It was pathetic.

This whole case was pathetic, once again proving this world was going to shit, with all these women trying to blame men for everything.

James had half a mind to leave the courtroom but stayed, partly because he was curious to see where this was going, and partly because he wanted to stay close to Helen and be constantly in her orbit. Because once he left it, she would miss him, and search for him, and then she would be his, as planned.
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Oh, for crying out loud, this is madness, James groaned inwardly.

These damn lawyers were making him wish he was an alcoholic because then maybe he wouldn't care about what was happening in front of him with the false trials. For one thing, it was taking too much time. Hours had passed, and they were still droning on about the first case.

Before he’d agreed to this lunacy, he thought each mock case would last for twenty minutes or so, and then they would be free to do whatever they wanted. Fuck whoever they wanted, he corrected.

Unfortunately, he was so very wrong.

At some point, the judge announced it was time for a break, so they could have dinner, and James approved. The tragic part was that the case was nowhere near finished, and that meant that they would all have to return later.

James was sure it was going to take them the entire night to reach a verdict, which meant his case would have to wait for tomorrow.

On one hand, he liked that idea because it meant more time with Helen. On the other, he didn't want to spend another day like this, especially since that would mean they were still trapped on this freaking mountain.

They all acted as though this was a life-or-death situation and not a stupid game. Fucking lawyers. More to the point, James had no means of escape. It didn't matter how much he insisted on speaking with someone in upper management, he encountered a wall of silence. They wouldn't allow him to leave, not even on foot. He was stuck with these crazy people, listening to trials that happened in real life, chosen by people who didn't like their outcomes.

Crazy. Completely crazy.

Nevertheless, he was the only one seeing things from that perspective. As far as he could tell, the rest were having the time of their lives. That was more than apparent in the way they conversed with one another, how animated and excited they were to compare real-life trials to this one.

It was just sad, at least to James. He couldn't understand the fuss. It was sad that these people believed they were having a great time.

Those sad narrow-minded people... James couldn't help but pity them.

James was lucky again and sat next to Helen during their meal. To his surprise, it wasn't her boyfriend who sat on the other side of her. It was Bert.

He was still sullen when conversing with James. Not that James cared. He was one hundred percent sure the only reason Bert sat next to Helen was so he could keep an eye on James after their conversation the other day, and that pissed him off. He didn't need a chaperone or a parent.

James had no idea what had gotten into Bert, but if he continued acting in such a ridiculous way, James would be forced to have a serious conversation with his friend, one that Bert wouldn't like one bit.

And to show his friend how much he didn't care that he was there acting as the moral police, he placed a hand on Helen's thigh and started to pet her under the table. He made sure Bert could see what he was doing. He wasn't trying to be discreet; he was trying to make a point.

"Excuse me," Helen muttered while standing up, and James' hands glided down as his face came close to her ass. He licked his lips. It was a nice ass. Today, he did not mind that she wore jeans. Although it didn't make her look ladylike, it accentuated her tight little ass. He approved.

Bert moved closer to James, sitting in Helen's chair as she left the room. James made a face wondering where she ran off to so abruptly in the middle of their meal.

Did I manage to turn her on? he pondered. That seemed like the most logical answer, and it pleased him. At the same time, having Bert so close to him, radiating his displeasure, was messing with his good mood.

To distract both of them, he said, "Why would you try this ridiculous case?"

Bert looked at him with surprise. Instead of answering him, Melanie, who sat opposite them, joined in. "Why do you think it's ridiculous?"

"Because it is," James replied with a shrug. To him, it was the most logical thing in the world. The premise of the case was ridiculous and should never have gone to trial in the first place.

“What do you mean?” Melanie pressed.

"This case didn't deserve to be trialed in the first place," James insisted matter-of-factly.

"What makes you say that?" another dull creature decided to join in. "Lack of evidence?"

James started shaking his head even before he finished speaking. "No," he stressed the word. "This guy shouldn't have been charged with a crime. That chick killed herself, so case closed," he insisted, feeling strangely passionate.

Bertram looked at James with curiosity. James could understand that. He didn't normally get so worked up about anything legal.

"So you are of the opinion that Mr. X—" they didn't use the defendant's real name but an alias that sounded as though they took it from a comic book "—shouldn't be held accountable for what happened to Miss Y?" Melanie repeated what he’d said, just using fancy lawyer words. "Although his direct actions led to her death."

These people were relentless. No wonder they were lawyers. They would turn everything upside-down until they got what they wanted. But James was too smart to fall for it.

"Yes, I am," he replied instantly. "He shouldn't be punished for something she did of her own free will," he insisted. "Our prisons would be full if we punished individuals for things they did or said based on how others felt."

Melanie frowned, leaning forward in her chair. "We already do that each time a person commits a crime," she pointed out.

He groaned inwardly. Was she intentionally pretending to not understand his meaning to rattle him, or was she that limited? Either way, it was irritable.

"I don't mean it that way. We should punish people for crimes they committed," he agreed, "but this shouldn't have been classified as a crime to begin with."

"Why?"

"Because she took those pictures and sent them, then she freaking killed herself, for crying out loud," James countered, slowly losing patience with the woman. It was like speaking to a wall.

"The criminal law recognizes that the relationship between a victim and the defendant shapes culpability," Melanie pointed out.

James waved a hand dismissively. He didn't care about that mumbo-jumbo. He knew what was right, and what happened to Mr. X was wrong.

"She did it to herself," he repeated, hoping that fact would finally resonate with these people.

"True, but she felt forced to do it," Bert pointed out.

"That's nonsense. Nobody can force you to do anything if you don't want to. Mr. X wasn't to blame because she was unstable."

"There is legal precedence that doesn't agree with you. If a person acts in malice, and in doing so, it leads to suicide because the victim felt she had no choice but to end it all, then that said person should be held accountable," Melanie said, sounding like she was reciting, and others nodded in agreement.

"Unfortunately, previous cases that supported that were negligently overlooked in the actual case," Bert added.

"I have to agree with you on this," Judge Liu said to Bert.

"Sadly, it appeared that the prosecutor didn't do his homework and failed to offer something like that to the judge and jury," Melanie added.

"Terrible mistake," Bert agreed.

It was terrible how he was sucking up to the judge. A grown man asking for approval from others was disgusting.

They continued arguing the case at the table around him. He gave it no further notice and focused instead on the meal the waiter had set before him. It pissed him off that they'd suddenly taken over his table, but as the waiters brought out the food, they started to return to their tables, though they pulled them closer so they could continue with the debates.

James sighed and cut into his food. He wished they'd shut up. Hadn’t they had enough of this during the “game”? Couldn't they leave it alone for five minutes? He shook his head in disgust. It irked him that they were so enthusiastic about this shit.

The only highlight of the dinner was when Helen returned and sat back down next to him, but then she joined in on the conversation instead of paying any attention to him, which just pissed him off more.

He ate his meal in silence and then ordered another whiskey. He was going to need it to keep listening to their crazy debates. The only reason he wasn't leaving and heading back to his room was because Helen had finally looked over and smiled.

Bert stood up and looked around the room. "Shall we continue?" he asked, raising his voice just a little to make sure they all could hear him.

Everyone must have agreed because, without further delay, they rose to return to the mock courtroom. Helen was the first to march through the door.

James was the last one to leave the dining room, still in a piss-poor mood after that ridiculous dinner. What should have been an opportunity for him to get to know Helen better had turned into … he didn't even know what to call it, except disgusting. Still, he could go in and sit next to her and continue to win her over, and that lifted his mood just a little.
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James re-entered the conference room and sat next to Helen. It was nice that she'd left the spot next to her available as though she'd been expecting him to resume his seat. The thought made him smile. However, anytime he tried to engage her in conversation, she shushed him and pointed to the mock trial before them.

James rolled his eyes. It was too much. He considered getting up and leaving, but then he'd look to the woman sitting next to him and rule against it. The one good thing about this stupid game was that they didn't keep the staff from bringing him drinks. Despite his best efforts, he listened to the trial going on and still sided with Mr. X. There was nothing he’d done that should have caused him to be put on trial. It was ridiculous that these lawyers all thought otherwise.

Hell, if they thought Mr. X deserved to go to prison because his former girlfriend chose to commit suicide, then they'd probably have a great deal to say about some of his shadier business practices. He stifled a chuckle at that. Bert kept him legal on most things, but occasionally, there were morally ambiguous things James didn't share with him.

All was fair in business, anyway, and he was a shark. If you didn't want to get swallowed by a shark, you should get out of the way. That was how he looked at it, anyway.

As far as James’ personal life, he'd never be stupid enough to do what Mr. X had. He didn't need to blackmail a slut into having sex with him. There were a million others lined up to take her place. He didn't have to force anyone. Not to say he wouldn't pursue them if he was attracted, like Helen. He glanced over at her, but her eyes were trained on Judge Liu. He sighed.

After an eternity and then some, right before James was about to lose his patience and his mind and call it quits on this stupid game, it was time for the verdict. The jurors, including James, retreated to a private room to discuss everything.

Once again, James was frustrated to be surrounded by spineless, mindless idiots who were too weak to form opinions and were led like sheep; their whole beings shaped by public opinion.

A round of guilties went around the room until it was James’ turn. "Not guilty."

"Are you for real?" one of the men asked incredulously.

"He doesn't deserve to go to jail because some chick lost her fucking mind and killed herself."

"But there's precedent!"

An argument ensued, and in the end, the defendant was found guilty, not unanimously of course, because James refused to bend his will to the masses, and while such lunacy was presented to the judge, James could only shake his head in disgust.

Such an outcome irked him to no end. Then again, he couldn't say he was that surprised. Even before they had retreated to a separate room to come up with the verdict, those people made their opinions known, especially Melanie. During dinner, it had become apparent that this bunch of people was nothing but nutjobs. He was pretty sure they'd arrest half the planet and lock them away if they had the power to do so.

"Unbelievable," he muttered as the judge wrapped things up. Even Judge Liu looked pleased with the outcome.

So much for his impartialness, James grumbled.

"You don't agree with the outcome?" Bert asked.

For whatever reason, Bert had decided to stick to him like white on rice after the deliberations. Now that he recalled it, Bert had sat next to him during the entirety of the trial too, not that James had given him any attention. Bert was acting as though he was a cheated girlfriend, and James did him wrong. Maybe he's menopausal.

James looked at him incredulously. Had they been watching the same charade? Bert had been in that jury room as well, and he'd agreed with the rest. So, there was no point in wasting his words. James said, "Of course, I don't agree with the outcome," he stressed the words. "It's not fair," he insisted, feeling ridiculous that he had to repeat himself.

How could one person be responsible for another’s weakness?

The girl had committed suicide. It wasn't like he held a knife against her throat and forced her to do it. He hadn’t shoved pills down her throat. She’d done it on her own, but they all acted as though he'd killed her. It didn't make any sense to James. If this was where the world was going, then what was next? Being found guilty of telling a joke others found offensive? It was infuriating to him that they were going after such abstract things.

If Mr. X had assaulted that girl, and there was proof that he killed her and made it look like a suicide, then that would be different. Then by all means, charge him for the crime, find him guilty if there was enough evidence, lock him up, and throw away the key. However, don't charge people for living, for doing their thing, and for using opportunities to get what they wanted.

This Mr. X guy just used what was given to him to his advantage. That was what bothered these lawyers. They didn't like it when people succeeded. They didn't like it when people used free will to get what they were after. That girl didn't have to comply. She could have filed charges against him for blackmail. She chose not to. She chose to take her life. That was the key in his mind. She chose. Why couldn't they see that?

"In real life, Mr. X got away with it despite legal precedent that should have landed him in jail. Instead, he was set free," Bertram explained.

James was glad that was the case. Justice had prevailed, and he said as much.

"Did it, though?" Bertram challenged. "Is that fair to his victim, to those who were left behind to mourn her?"

James had known this was coming. Every time there were no concrete reasons for defending a stand, people, especially weak ones, tried to use emotions to their advantage. Emotions had no business in a court of law. Only facts were allowed. Only hard proof and logic.

"The case was trialed, and the man was found innocent. Everything else, all the excuses, all the reasonings, sound to me as though the prosecutor was trying to wash his hands of that failure by blaming others for his mistakes and incompetence," James replied sternly. "Besides, I'm sure that if there was something fishy going on, Mr. X would have been found guilty no matter what."

"So, you think it wouldn't make a difference if the legal precedents had been given?" Bertram asked.

"No, I don't think it would have made any difference," James agreed.

"It did tonight," Bert pointed out.

James waved his hand dismissively. "That's because the people in this room were thoroughly biased, including the judge."

"That's a huge accusation," Bert said, sounding serious.

"And I stand by it." James dug in his heels. "What happened tonight was a mockery, and I still firmly believe that man shouldn't have been charged in the first place." Although it gave him satisfaction to learn justice prevailed and the man had been set free in real life.

Bert looked at him for a moment as though he was trying to process what James had said before responding. "Since when you do not believe in personal blame and taking accountability for certain actions?"

James frowned. "This case had nothing to do with personal blame and taking accountability for actions."

"It had everything to do with it," Bert insisted raising his voice slightly.

When had he become so hormonal?

It was good they were the only two people left in the fake courtroom because James knew Bert would be ashamed afterward if others saw him making such a fool out of himself.

"Bert, she killed herself. She made that decision, not Mr. X," James countered in a much calmer manner.

"Yes, but only because of what he did to her. He exposed her. He made her vulnerable to the world. He devastated her."

Again with the emotions.

"It's her damn fault he had those photos in the first place. She should have been smarter."

"I can't believe it. How can you side with him? How can you defend what he did?"

"He saw an opportunity, and he took it."

"He took advantage of her."

"Because she let him. She made herself vulnerable." James felt like they were walking in circles.

"What he did was despicable. It was wrong, and he should have been held accountable."

"I agree," James replied calmly.

"See," Bert said victoriously.

"I agree that once he threatened her, she should have gone to the cops and pressed charges. When he released those pictures, she should have taken him to court. She should have made him pay through the nose for doing that, but instead, she decided to kill herself. That was on her." And her lack of judgment for sending the images in the first place.

If James had been in her shoes, he would have ruined that man. He would not have cried himself to sleep and then taken a bunch of pills because that solved nothing. She killed herself for nothing.

Pathetic.

"How can you say that?" Bert sounded almost defeated.

"Because I strongly believe Mr. X wasn't responsible for someone's else weakness."

In his mind, it was as simple as that. Instead of fighting, she chose to kill herself. That showed she was mentally unstable to begin with. And that wasn't something Mr. X was guilty of. Her genetic makeup killed her. He didn't deserve to spend years in prison because she was sick. And James was surprised to be the only one who had made that connection. That should have been discussed in court.

"Could you explain that to me?" Bert prompted.

"It's pretty simple. First of all, if a person doesn't want to be blackmailed, then they should make sure nobody can get a hold of any material they could be blackmailed with."

"So, you are now blaming the victim."

"In this case, I am. If she had jaywalked or crossed the street on a red light and someone hit her with his car, would it be her fault she got hurt or the driver's?" James challenged.

"Those are two different things."

"No, they are the same. She made a choice, and then decided that she couldn't live with the consequences."

Bert frowned. "And what's the second thing?"

"After hearing everything, I believe she suffered from some form of mental illness. And that's something he wasn't to blame for."

"It is because he intentionally caused her harm," Bert insisted.

"So now he needed to know her medical history before sleeping with her?" James asked incredulously. "You're being ridiculous."

"And you're oversimplifying things," Bert threw at him.

"How?" James replied, curious to hear what other nonsense Bert would come up with.

"Because you're speaking about things that couldn't have been controlled," Bert pointed out.

James pursed his lips tightly. "The girl sent nudes, Bert. That was easily controllable."

"It was harmless fun at the time. Something private shared between lovers."

"That turned around and bit her in the ass," James concluded.

"She trusted him, and he betrayed that trust."

James shrugged. "She should have known better."

Bert sighed. "Haven't you done something fun in your life with no regard that could one day bite you in the ass?"

James was stunned by his question but recovered quickly. "I haven't sent nudes to anyone; I can tell you that."

Although many girls begged him for them, he never succumbed to the temptation. He found the exchange rather vulgar. Besides, the only naked girl he cared about was the one standing in front of him. If he couldn't touch her, taste her, and fuck her, then he wasn't interested. It was as simple as that.

"I'm serious," Bert insisted.

Why was he so relentless lately? Everything felt like a struggle, everything a cause for an argument. It was like he'd acquired a wife without realizing it.

James tried again. "Even if I had, I would have dealt with it like a man, head on, and not succumbed to weakness and looked for an easy way out." A weak way out.

After delivering that, James stood up and walked out of the mock courtroom without further discussion. He was done with that conversation, especially since Bert wasn't listening to him. He was too set in his ways to see reason. Bert was unable to change his mind even when presented with arguments for it.

And that was just sad.

"James, where are you going?" Bert called out after him.

"I need to stretch my legs," he replied over his shoulder without slowing down.
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“This was a mistake," Chase muttered.

He was standing with Helen in the hallway, but James was struggling to understand what they were talking about. He hoped that Chase was saying that being with her this weekend was a mistake. James couldn't agree more. Chase had butted in where he didn’t belong.

James watched as Helen shifted into Chase. He couldn’t hear her words, which was frustrating. Still, he watched from his corner of the hallway, waiting to see if he could jump in and comfort her after what seemed to him to be a break-up scene. The thought made him grin, but he held back, not wanting them to know he was trying to listen in.

And it was hard to make out, not because they were being so quiet and secretive, but because Bert and the other idiots were speaking loudly in the room behind him.

"—getting us nowhere," Chase continued, but James could only speculate his meaning.

"No, it's fine," Helen answered.

That made James frown. She shouldn't be trying to appease this douchebag. He wasn't worthy of her.

Helen continued speaking, but he couldn't make out her words.

Behind him, James could hear Bert and the others replaying the case, which was beyond annoying. They'd already redone the trial and found Mr. X guilty, what more could they want?

James couldn't stand the sanctimonious bastards he was surrounded with, Bert included. Especially Bert, he corrected. He was the worst of them all. And then maybe Melanie.

James had half a mind to return to his suite and lock himself in, refuse to participate in this madness any longer, and wait for the damn storm to pass.

If it passes. He cringed pondering the possibility he would be trapped here until spring. No, that would never happen, he tried to reassure himself. That couldn't happen.

But back to the main problem. Once again, he was proven right. These people didn't know the definition of fun and had ruined everything by taking it way too seriously. This case they'd trialed was the perfect example.

Instead of applauding an innocent man who was able to walk free thanks to the judicial system that worked at times, they were prepared to organize a witch hunt and burn everyone who didn't think like them, with James at the top of that list.

Ridiculous.

Insane.

Predictable.

Pitiful.

Heading to his suite for now would be the most sensible thing considering he was trapped on a mountain with a bunch of lunatics. He had his laptop with him, and that meant he could do some work despite the fact there was still no Internet.

It infuriated him that these idiots — the hotel staff — were useless to provide their guests with the most basic of things, like cell service and the Internet.

However, until that was resolved, he had a ton of work to deal with. He was glad he'd made Eric download a bunch of legal documents to go through. He patted himself on the back that he'd had enough foresight to do that. It would keep him busy for a while. That was a better way to pass the time than participating in this ridiculousness.

The more he thought about it, the more he liked this plan. Let them do their mock trials, where they would crucify good, innocent men. James had no intention of being part of that charade. It wasn't like they could accomplish anything with it.

Only get on my nerves, he grumbled.

There was one problem with that plan.

Helen.

He looked toward her and Chase again, and they were still arguing.

If he went to his room, then Helen wouldn't be keeping him company in his suite. She would be in that mock courtroom, listening to cases, and conducting her own. With him, since he promised to help.

Crap.

He didn’t care about disappointing her, but it would be an opportunity wasted, and that was something he was reluctant to allow.

He should have known that doing something chivalrous would bite him in the ass. Besides, he still wanted to sleep with her, and if he stood her up, and didn't appear at his day in court, he mocked, then he could kiss that fantasy goodbye. And he didn't want that.

Talk about being stuck between a rock and a hard place.

He glanced at them again, and Chase seemed to be glaring at Helen. They looked a few seconds from breaking up.

Finally.

That worked in his favor because Helen would, either way, end up in his bed. At the end of this breakup, she would be either sad, in which case James would offer comfort, or angry, in which case she would want revenge, and James would be her instrument. Either way, James was happy to oblige.

If he was a man who succumbed to such childish feelings, he would say that seeing them arguing made him feel giddy.

I knew there were troubles in paradise, he chuckled to himself. If only Bert could see this too, so James could rub his nose into it and say, I told you so.

Observing them, his natural curiosity piqued some more. He didn't regard it as eavesdropping; this was collecting data that could be stored for later usage while comforting Helen.

Unfortunately, they were still speaking too softly, and he couldn't catch a word no matter how much he concentrated.

He felt like he was in a silent movie without the subtitles.

How boring.

How frustrating.

He so wanted to know what had prompted their argument. Especially since it looked like Chase was the instigator.

Is it about me? he dared to hope. That was the only logical conclusion. It made perfect sense that Chase was having a jealous outburst considering James had spent the whole day with Helen, showering her with attention and compliments, something he’d failed to see Chase ever do for her.

An insignificant, insecure boy like Chase was no real match for James. And this was proof.

If only I could hear what they're talking about. He wanted to be able to mock Chase in front of Helen afterward. He could picture them together, drinking and laughing, at her ex-boyfriend's expense.

I need to get closer, he realized. That was the only way to hear their conversation. Doing a quick survey of his surroundings, he discovered that as long as he remained quiet and unobtrusive, they would stay engaged in their argument and unaware of his presence.

As long as staff members don't come walking about, I'm safe, he realized.

He moved closer, compelled to learn what was going on. And in his desire to do so, he wasn't as careful as he’d hoped to be.

Even if the fight wasn't about him, which was highly improbable, James still hoped to learn something useful. Something he could later exploit to his advantage.

Perhaps I could offer “friendly” advice to her afterward. Or a shoulder to cry on after she breaks up with this fool, he mused.

If he could just learn her weakness, then he could break her defenses and finally be able to bed her.

At the same time, James was surprised that a girl like her had been such a hard fruit to pluck. Harder than he’d anticipated. Still, he knew she wouldn't be able to resist him much longer. As in business, he was relentless and ruthless in his conquests. She would be his because he wanted her, and he would stop at nothing to get what he wanted.

He admitted how much he’d enjoyed the hunt this weekend, although it was frustrating. And if he was the reason these two decided to break up, so much the better. Not merely because he didn't like this Chase character, but because it was concrete proof they weren't supposed to be together in the first place, just as James had pointed out to Bert a few days ago.

I’ll be doing them a favor by doing her, he joked.

Unfortunately, in his musings, he failed to see that he’d gotten too close to the arguing couple, and now, there was no way for him to retreat without being seen.

Fuck.

Then again, they seemed so consumed by their fight that they failed to notice their audience. Most infuriatingly, he still couldn't make out a word of their conversation. It was too muffled.

Are they standing in some kind of a soundproof bubble? he pondered. He knew that was unlikely, but he had to do something if he wanted to learn anything.

Right then, Chase turned and spotted him. James pretended to be strolling down the hallway and running into them by chance, which was somewhat true.

"I apologize for sneaking up on you," he lied like a professional, "but it didn't look like it was appropriate to interrupt your conversation just to say I was passing by," he jibed slightly while looking at the boy.

Chase’s glare made it clear that he suspected James was eavesdropping. Not that James cared. What could a boy do to him, anyway?

Still, Chase looked angry enough to do harm. Even kill. James shuddered. He hadn't expected such an intense stare

Chase made a move as though to attack James, but Helen put a restraining hand on his arm.

The general attitude of James’ opponent made him feel uncomfortable. Maybe even slightly afraid.

Why does he hate me so much?

So much intensity and passion over a girl?

And then the moment passed, with Chase shaking his head as though to clear it before turning around and walking away.

How childish, James felt like snapping but refrained from doing so.

"Are you alright?" James asked Helen, recovering quickly and assuming the role of a caring friend. "That looked like a pretty heated argument."

Helen looked away as he said that. Was she ashamed he'd witnessed that? It was on the tip of his tongue to reassure her that he hadn't heard anything, but he stopped himself in time. Better she thought he'd heard everything. That would additionally lower her defenses, he was sure of that.

What a bizarre moment, passed through his head remembering Chase's eyes. That boy wanted me dead. He shook off that thought and refocused on Helen. This was his moment.

When women were this emotional, they were extremely vulnerable and easy prey. James wouldn't usually go to such lengths to get what he wanted, since his pride wouldn't allow him. In a way, it almost felt like cheating. However, considering how much he wanted her, he was fully prepared to overlook that just this once.

Rules are made to be broken, after all.

Helen shook her head as though too furious to form words, and then just as her boyfriend had previously, she turned around without saying anything and started running, probably after Chase.

What a bitch, James grumbled.

She is so not worth all the drama. James sighed. He knew that wasn't true. She would be worth it once he had her in his arms. He just needed to be a little more patient.
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Once he returned to that fake courtroom, James was surprised to see that Chase and Helen were already there, sitting in their respective seats, waiting for the next trial to begin.

How did they manage to beat me here? he wondered, looking about for a good place to sit and watch the trial. And why were they there together to begin with? They had looked so furious at one another while arguing, and now all of a sudden, they looked perfectly fine.

He decided to stay too, despite his better judgment.

Where to sit? he mused. He needed a clear view of his next conquest. That was a little whim on his part but also a necessity. If he was to endure such madness, he needed something pretty to look at.

There was an empty seat next to Bert, but James refused to sit next to him again. They fought enough as it was, and James wasn't looking for a sequel, especially since he had a sneaky feeling they would once again be at odds after trial number two. Eventually, he seated himself in the back, alone and with a perfect view of Helen.

James came to realize it was a much better strategy on his part if he continued with this charade, to be there for Helen when Chase wasn't, then sulk in his room and work. That plan flew out the window considering the love birds were sitting together as though nothing had happened mere minutes ago.

Once they were all in their places, the judge announced, "This mock court is now in session. And with that, trial number two began.

Everything was done the same as before, which meant James was so bored that the only way he got through it was to fantasize about Helen and have vivid sexual daydreams of them together. He was going to ride her so hard she wouldn't be able to sit straight or walk straight for days.

As he sat there weaving fantasies, something about the trial caught his attention. Unlike the first trial, this one was pretty famous and much more interesting. In this particular case of murder, the son was on trial for arranging a car accident that killed his very wealthy parents because he was cut off financially. It had been all over the news some time back, but that wasn't the craziest part. Everyone knew the son was guilty — he’d admitted it — but he was found not guilty by reason of mental defect.

James found himself interested to see what this group of lawyers would come up with to counter. He doubted they would, but he was interested in watching them try. In his opinion, those parents probably deserved what they got for how they treated their son.

How could they raise him with money at his fingertips and then cut him off like he was nothing? What did they expect? There was no way the boy was going to go work at a fast-food joint to earn a living. Not after having been raised the way he had. In his opinion, they shouldn’t have cut him off. If they hadn't, they'd still be alive, wouldn't they?

It wasn't that James thought that murder was acceptable in all cases. Of course, it wasn't. However, there were some cases where it might be necessary.

For example, he believed in the death penalty. It was evil, but it was necessary. Bad men who did unspeakable things didn't deserve to live. And then there was self-defense, which wasn't technically murder, but it was still causing someone’s death. He firmly believed that every man had a right to defend himself and that it was his right to live and defend himself to the fullest capacity when provoked or attacked.

If someone broke into his home and tried to rob him or hurt him, then he believed with all his heart that he had every right to shoot that bastard on the spot and not be charged with murder. It was self-defense. The law of the jungle, where the strong ate the weak if they crossed the line. In the survival of the fittest, he was always going to survive.

He believed this was one of those cases. The son had every right to defend what was his, namely his inheritance, even against his parents, who were the ones trying to steal it from him.

Chase played the son. James felt that he was the wrong choice. The boy clearly wasn't capable of murder. Then again, remembering that stare in the hallway, perhaps he was mistaken.

James didn't know the man playing the district attorney for this mock trial. He'd forgotten his name the moment they were introduced, but he was laying out the case for the court.

"My case will show that Mr. D murdered his parents by arranging a car accident that took their lives. His parents had recently cut off his inheritance and refused to continue to pay for the type of lifestyle Mr. D was engaging in. Mr. D snapped and killed his parents for the money. There is not only corroborating evidence, but we have Mr. D's confession," the mock DA announced.

The parents deserved their fate, James thought. There was no doubt in his mind about that.

James listened as they spoke about Mr. D's life, and James found that he could empathize with Mr. D. They had a similar upbringing.

Mr. D was born into privilege. His parents were extremely wealthy individuals even before they got married. They had combined their empires and started a family. Mr. D was an only child, and his parents had spoiled him. For years, each wish, each desire, and each whim was fulfilled. He wanted for nothing.

As someone who was born into wealth, James had to admit that such living had a way of corrupting if not careful. Luckily, James had himself to thank that he hadn't allowed such an upbringing to stop his development. For him, the fact that his father had money hadn't deterred him from earning more during his life, to show himself, his father, and the world, how capable he was.

Unfortunately, Mr. D's parents had indulged him, so he wasn't that lucky. As was to expect, he grew up to be an obnoxious, spoiled, useless human being. The kind of degenerate who squandered his days and his youth on parties, drugs, and women.

James didn't completely blame Mr. D. In his opinion, the parents were to blame for not doing their most important job: Parenting. Sadly, being rich and spoiled themselves, they taught their son the only ways they knew: How to spend money and do nothing, and how to be useless and without any skills to contribute to society.

James pitied such individuals because they weren't even worth hating. At times, he even thought they should be put down like sick animals so as to not infect others with their corrupt ways. Because once that poor, spoiled, twisted man was gone, nobody would remember him, and nobody would miss him, although James was sure quite a few would miss his money. All that would be left behind after his passing were a few meaningless lines in a gossip column in the papers and nothing else.

In the end, they caused their fate by raising this pathetic loser, Mr. D, to be a spoiled brat who didn't know the value of anything. He did it. There was no question about that. But other questions remained.

Why had he done it?

Or rather, since everyone knew why — how could he have done it? They had loved and raised him. Hadn’t he loved them?

James was sure that he did, in a way.

The defense attorney was painting a picture of neglect on the parents' part. "It is my supposition that, while they lived their lives to the fullest, Mr. D was being raised by various nannies. Countless passed through his life over the years. When they were gone, he was raised by other staff members. Mr. D had personal cooks, chauffeurs, and whatever else his heart desired, except what he needed most. He did not have loving parents."

James knew the defense attorney was doing his best to present the case in the best light and he could understand what he was driving at. Having neglectful parents, James could understand how one thing could lead to another. Sadly, James thought, where he had thrived, this boy had not.

He had succumbed to it. He’d become the spitting image of his parents, but they didn't like what they saw. Being a brat who lacked true direction in life, Mr. D had hurled himself from one incident to another. There had been a lot of DUIs, minor arrests, scandals involving married women, and so on.

Like most parents, they had brushed everything aside and made the arrests go away so their son wouldn't have to deal with the consequences of his actions, deluding themselves that it was merely a phase. However, their then-adolescent son moved into adulthood, and the same shit continued. Eventually, his parents were forced to accept the truth, that their son was a privileged twat who wasted his time and their money. And finally, they decided to do something about it.

"After supporting him through all the missteps, without warning, Mr. D's parents cut him off. They took away his credit cards, kicked him out of his apartment, and repossessed his car. They left him with nothing. They left him without the necessary skills to overcome such a crisis."

James agreed with the defense. They had taken away his identity and the only thing that he had growing up, and that was money. As was expected, Mr. D didn't take that well. Or lightly. It made sense that after such an extreme gesture on his parents' part, Mr. D countered with the most extreme one too: murder.

After a life of abundance, he was left penniless. Of course, he snapped. Everybody would, James thought as Chase continued to testify.

It was more than obvious the man had killed his parents because he was terrified of an existence that didn't include money. It was obvious that Mr. D was pushed to do what he did by the same parents who had corrupted and neglected him, and in the end, turned their backs on him.

Those parents had only themselves to blame for what had happened. They were bad parents, and they had paid the ultimate price.

There was no other outcome available in James' mind. Mr. D had relied on his parents for everything; they’d made sure of that. And then, one day they decided he wasn't good enough for them, or good enough for their family, and tried to get rid of him as though he was nothing but a bad employee or a piece of clothing that no longer fit the current fashion.

Despicable.

Mr. D had rightly decided he wasn’t all right with that and gotten rid of them instead, making sure he had all the money he needed to enjoy and do nothing for the rest of his life and beyond. It was a cut-throat world, and he’d only done what he needed to do to survive, in James’ opinion.

In real life, the son was found mentally incompetent to stand trial. He'd had good lawyers who'd made sure he hadn’t spent a day in jail. Eventually, he was ordered to go to a clinic, probably some sort of spa retreat, and afterward, he was released home and forced to go to therapy.

All in all, it was a slap on the wrist for what he’d done. No matter how something like that sounded to others, James approved. Mr. D had earned his right to be free and live his life the way he wanted to. The way his parents had taught him to live.

Was that James’ cup of tea? No. He liked winning much too much in life. An existence that revolved purely around leisure gave him the creeps; however, as the saying went, to each his own.

Naturally, in this mock trial, they decided to shake things up. To make it more interesting and fun, James mocked with a roll of his eyes. The judge ruled Mr. D competent to stand trial, which was how Chase had wound up on the stand, in the role of his life.

The boy had no acting skills. Then again, as the person he impersonated in this game, he too was useless. As before, this mock trial led to a different outcome. No matter how much James argued it wasn't fair, nobody listened to him.

"I don't know how you can rule so differently than your colleague. The court found him mentally incapable of standing trial; how can you disallow that?" James asked the judge.

Judge Liu frowned at him and narrowed his eyes, but his tone remained polite. "There were a number of rumors involving Mr. D's case, many that speculated that he'd bribed several members of the court to ensure his freedom. He had the wherewithal to ensure he didn't spend the remainder of his life in jail."

"Are you saying he forged medical records? That he bribed the judge to rule in his favor?" James asked incredulously.

"It has been known to happen, and in this case, I do think it is likely. I don't like to think that one of my colleagues could be so easily bought off, but it looks as though that was the case in this trial," Judge Liu replied.

It was on the tip of James’ tongue to say, So? Why was this case so special, so different? James was sure that most people of wealth used their wealth to get out of things. And why shouldn't they? They were better than the peasants, and the rules were different for them.

And then he realized something else. This case was seriously bothering him, and he wasn't sure why.

He glanced up feeling someone's gaze on him and met Chase's look of hatred. He was taken aback by the loathing on the man's face. He supposed he shouldn't be shocked; James was going to take his girlfriend away from him. It was only a matter of time, and Chase probably knew it. There was nothing he was going to be able to do about it, either. The thought made James snicker.

James arched a brow and gave him a sneer. He watched Chase's jaw clench tightly as he flexed his fingers into a fist. James snorted. Chase didn’t have the nerve to come after him like a man; he was just a boy. A stupid one at that.

He leaned back in his chair and let his gaze drift over to Helen as thoughts about the trial re-entered his mind. What was it about this trial that was bothering him so much?

A loud smack sounded, and James looked up, startled.

“Let’s take a break for lunch, and we'll start up again after," Judge Liu said, rising from his fake bench.

James continued to sit as everyone filed from the conference room.


SIXTEEN

JAMES


James was the last to leave the room. He had had it with these self-righteous people. It was exhausting being around them. They acted holier than thou, and he knew they were all probably guilty of things. These lawyers were probably guilty of gauging their clients out of money or bending the law in their favor. And yet, they judged these people who were found innocent. It made him sick to his stomach. James had tried to be the voice of reason and offer a broader picture and more prospective on the cases, but nobody was prepared to listen to him. It was very frustrating that they bent the facts to suit their narrow-minded views.

Bert's lawyer friends were even worse than he was. It was a shame that Bert surrounded himself with such small and pitiful people because by doing so, he was becoming like them.

James felt that he was wasting his time sitting here while they played make-believe with these trials. It wasn't reality. He considered walking away and not participating, but then there was Helen. He sighed and shook his head. The things he put himself through for that woman were beyond reason. After stretching his legs for a bit, he walked down the hall, glancing out the window at the snow that was still falling. Instead of going to the dining room, he headed to the bar and ordered a drink. He fucking deserved it.

He'd just taken a sip when he felt someone at his shoulder.

"Another drink?" Bert commented.

James shrugged noncommittally. "What's there left to do besides get plastered?" he asked rhetorically.

He would make it a point to refuse Bert's offer for fun weekends from now on. He would not put himself through such nonsense again.

James glanced out of the side of his eye at his best friend. Bert seemed to be studying him. He watched him take the seat next to his at the bar and raise a finger to the bartender.

"Club soda," Bert ordered.

James rolled his eyes. Of course, Bert would order something like that. He was having a ball with these stupid mock trials. "You're not even going to have a real drink?"

"Don't need one. Not sure why you do; something bothering you?" Bert queried.

James frowned and took a gulp of whiskey. It burned his throat all the way down. He didn't care, raising the glass to get the bartender's attention. He shook it once to indicate he wanted another. He glanced at Bert. "Why do you care?"

Bert frowned and took a sip of club soda. "We're friends," he replied after a long moment.

"Are we?" James raised a brow as he looked at him.

Bert cleared his throat. "Of… of course, we are. That's why we're here, right? Because we're friends."

James snorted. "What? Like you're friends with all those idiots?" He shook his head. "I don't know how you can stand to be around them with their smug better-than-everyone-else attitudes."

Bert chuckled. "And you aren't like that?"

James shrugged. "But I am." He curled his lip up in a semblance of a smile.

"Whatever. Now what's bothering you?"

James sighed and picked up the glass the bartender put down before him. He took a sip and looked at Bert. "It's these cases. It's not right."

"What do you mean?"

"Nobody is taking into account the facts as they were presented in the actual cases. They were found innocent. But these friends of yours all seem to think they know better."

Bert nodded, looking thoughtful. "I can see why you'd think that, seeing as you aren't a lawyer or part of the court system. These cases are debated by most in the field of law."

"Debates are one thing, but you're all turning it into a game with new rules that weren't there for the original trials. It feels wrong."

Bert gave him a weird look. "Why are you taking it so personally?"

James frowned. "I'm not. Why would I? They have nothing to do with me. I'm just offended on principle," he denied. After a minute he added, "So how did you choose these particular cases for the mock trials?"

Bert shrugged. "I'm not sure what you mean. These cases are ones that made the news. They all have defendants who were most surely guilty but who got off on technicalities. The mock trials are just our way of seeing if we can right a wrong, even if it's just for our pleasure. It's not as though they can be retried. Double Jeopardy won't allow that."

"Right, but why these particular cases?" James frowned. "There are probably hundreds of cases you could have chosen from. Why these?"

Bert tilted his head and studied him as he lifted his club soda and took a long drink. "Why not? I think, so far, they’ve been interesting and fun to dissect. Don't you?"

James shook his head, not bothering to answer. He gulped his whiskey and raised the glass to order another. The bartender set another highball glass down in front of him a moment later. Out of the corner of his eye, James could have sworn that Bert was giving him a look of disgust, but when he turned to look at him, Bert smiled, raised his glass in salute, and finished his club soda. James dismissed the thought as a trick of the poor lighting.

Still, there was something about these trials they'd chosen that felt familiar, and not just because they'd been in the news. Something was uncomfortable about them, he just wasn't sure what.

Bert patted him on the back. "It's just a game, James," he said. "Something to pass the time."

"I know." James gritted his teeth. He wasn't sure why Bert kept reiterating that it was a game. It didn't feel that way to him. It felt disrespectful.

"Look, if it helps, we chose these cases specifically because they were high-profile and everyone here was familiar enough with them."

Perhaps that was the problem. They were too relatable.

James took another sip of his drink. He wondered if he should get something to eat because there was no telling how long this mock trial would go on this afternoon. He wouldn't be happy if they dragged it on through the night.

James knew he would need a decent night's sleep if he wanted to try to get out of here tomorrow.

It would be just his luck if the fake trial he was part of would be last.

Why did I agree to this? he asked himself for the hundredth time.

Oh, right, because I'm a romantic, and I'm trying to win Helen over. He sighed.

"Do you know if they're still serving lunch?" he asked.

"No idea." Bert lifted his shoulders as if he didn't care one way or another.

"I'm going to go find out. Are you coming?"

Bert stared at him for a moment before nodding. "Suppose I should eat."

James carried his glass of whiskey to the dining room. He looked around for Helen, but she wasn't there. With a sigh, he sat at a table in the far corner and waved over a waiter.

Bert took the seat across from him, and they ordered lunch.

"I think it's time to return to the conference room," Bert said once they'd finished eating and others had begun to shuffle out.

"Would it be such a waste if we skipped it?" James countered.

"Don't be such a wet blanket, James. You afraid you might learn something?"

James pursed his lips. He hated it when Bert challenged him in such a way. He knew it pushed James’ buttons, and he'd get his way. "Fine," James bit out as he stood and tossed his napkin down on the table. He swayed a little bit as he headed for the door. He probably shouldn't have had those last three drinks with lunch. He paused. Had it been three or four? It didn't matter. He wasn’t going to be driving.

"You okay?" Bert asked, chuckling darkly.

"Let's go," James commanded.

Bertram followed, still snickering.
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James was surprised when the second trial took quite a turn. So much so that it couldn't be called a turn at all, but a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree shift from the real trial.

Considering these lawyers intentionally wanted to do it all differently, his surprise was wrongly placed.

His interest, despite himself, was piqued when the counselors started throwing around the word “psychopath”.

The prosecutor introduced it to the case, but the defense lawyer embraced it wholeheartedly as well. Then again, Melanie played the defense lawyer, and she was rooting for Mr. D to end up in jail even though she was supposed to be on his side. James thought her inability to remain impartial would prevent her from doing a good, proper job. If she was any good as a defense attorney to begin with. James had no idea about her real-life skills.

For some reason, as he listened to Melanie, an event from his past came to mind.

He recalled being a young kid, hiding in his room because his parents were arguing. That wasn't unusual. Although he never asked, he'd known that they were arguing about him. They had done that a lot in those days. He was afraid they would barge into his room and discover what he'd done. They never did come in.

He hadn't been able to hear the entire conversation, but he recalled his mother screaming, "He's a psychopath, Samuel."

James tried to banish the bad memories from his head.

He couldn't say if it was a real memory or something his mind came up with to explain why his mother had so abruptly disappeared from his life, but it felt real.

He refocused on what was happening in front of him instead of inside his head.

"If we look at the Merriam-Webster dictionary, the definition for the word ‘psychopath’ is a mentally unstable person. Or more accurately put, ‘a person having an egocentric and antisocial personality marked by a lack of remorse for one's actions; an absence of empathy to others; they often have criminal tendencies,’" the lawyer recited straight from his phone.

Why is he reading the definition of a psychopath? James wondered. Was he suggesting Mr. D was a psychopath because he’d killed his parents? If they had asked James, that word was thrown around a lot nowadays, and it meant nothing. It was just people needing to label anything and everything so they could feel better about themselves. So, they could have something to point fingers at to fear or blame.

James thought that was the wrong way to go if the prosecutor wanted to win the case. He was sure the defense lawyer would love nothing more than to speak about mental disorders. Especially since that was how the real Mr. D had walked free to begin with. Wasn't that just proving the point?

Not that James believed the kid was a psychopath. It was merely a defense strategy used to ensure victory.

The kid was a spoiled brat and a worthless parasite, made so by his parents, but he’d acted out of fear, not because the voices inside his head had told him to do it or whatever. It was plain and simple. Unfortunately, these lawyers had to complicate everything. That was probably because they needed to justify their huge salaries.

"Let's see what the medical experts have to say," the lawyer continued.

Is he allowed to do that? James wondered. Just pull random things from the Internet?

The judge was going to allow this because they couldn't offer real expert testimony at the moment, he realized.

James watched a real trial once and he saw how the prosecutor's office brought in experts to talk about some issues. The defense had done the same, and their expert had debunked everything the previous one had said.

James was still mind-boggled that something like that was possible. In his opinion, so-called experts shouldn't even be called to testify because a consensus of opinions didn't exist.

"Psychopathy is defined as an antisocial disorder in which an individual manifests immoral and antisocial behavior, shows a lack of ability to love or establish meaningful personal relationships, expresses extreme egocentricity, and demonstrates a failure to learn from experience and other behaviors associated with the condition."

James made a face. He'd basically said the same thing twice, yet this time using more fancy, pompous medical terms.

Mr. D was no psychopath. Then again, looking at the man who was pulling pages from Wikipedia, James decided he was not a particularly good prosecutor and had no idea what he was doing.

Eventually, the trial turned into a discussion about psychopaths and whether someone who fits the definition of one was accountable for his actions.

At first, James thought that kind of thing would be super boring to listen to. He was wrong. He was fascinated by the conversation.

Instead of going down the mental-incapacity route, Melanie chose a different tactic. She argued that not all psychopaths were bad. "As you know, most people who are diagnosed as psychopaths are leaders in our society. They are the driving force, if you will, who have helped humanity prosper, thrive, evolve, and move forward. Only a small percent — one percent — have criminal tendencies.”

What the actual fuck?

Does she think that our leaders are psychopaths? Surely, she is joking.

"Although my client was diagnosed with an antisocial personality disorder, that doesn't automatically condemn him or mark him as a criminal. There are far more psychopaths in the world who never commit a crime," she pointed out.

James couldn't understand what point she was trying to make. Was it that although Mr. D was a psychopath, he wasn't evil?

Could that be true? Could a psychopath be good? And if not necessarily good, could they not be bad? He shook his head. It didn't matter because this was a stupid argument to begin with.

Unfortunately, he wasn't the one arguing the case. He was certain he would do a much better job than Melanie.

Speaking of incompetent lawyers, she continued. "A person who cannot regulate their behavior with a conscience can still do so out of the sense of responsibility or fear of consequences."

Melanie was not reading that from her phone or her notes, but she was obviously quoting something she'd read. He'd heard her speak often over this weekend, and she wasn't smart enough to come up with something like this on her own.

That phrase resonated with him.

A behavior can be regulated by fear of consequences.

James couldn't explain why his thoughts kept turning to his past. Was the trial to blame? Or was it the booze? Or the combination, plus the stress of being trapped on this damn mountain? James had no idea. This time, another distinct memory came to mind. One he remembered as though it happened yesterday.

He was sure that memories that were infused with emotion, in his case, pure fear, were etched inside his brain forever.

Like most memories involving his mother, this one was bad. This time, he let it unfold without trying to block it, banish it, or bury it deep inside his mind.

He had been a boy, young, but not too young to understand certain things. The order of things. For example, he'd known his father was in charge. In charge of the family, and in charge of his business. Although at that age, James had no idea what his father did for a living. All he knew was that each morning his father, in a pristine suit, got into his luxury car — back then, James had simply thought of it as “Dad's car” — and drove away for a number of hours, sometimes until dark.

His mother, on the other hand, had been in charge of the house. She'd barked orders to various staff members who took care of the house. Who had taken care of him. But that wasn't all she did. His mother had been in charge of him as well. She had been the one he'd had to face each time he did something wrong. Which was only marginally better than when he had to face his father.

His parents had always been very strict with him. Once he’d gotten older, James understood that his father was stern because he was trying to implement certain values and knowledge. However, he had never understood why his mother acted the way she did. He had seen in cartoons and read in books how other mothers were caring and kissed all the pains away. Not his mother.

For a long time, he believed this was because she didn't care about him. Didn't love him. And that was a very difficult thing to have knowledge about.

Nevertheless, at that age, he'd known nothing about such things. He'd just sensed that something bad might happen if his mother had known the truth he'd kept to himself.

He couldn't recall how the incident had started, but he remembered that at some point, he'd been standing against the library door trying to eavesdrop on the conversation that was happening on the other side of the door between his mother and some friend of the family.

Looking back on it now, James realized it had been no family friend, just someone his mother had hired to come and speak with him. All James remembered about the man was that he'd looked very gray: his skin, his hair, and his clothes. And that he was some kind of doctor. He recalled that because his mother had constantly referred to him as such.

On that day, he’d had a conversation with the doctor in the living room. James hadn't wanted to talk to the man but his mother had made him, ordering him to behave and to answer all the doctor’s questions. Although he hadn't wanted to, he'd obeyed, all the while wishing there was some way for him to escape to his room where he could play.

Once he'd answered the doctor's questions, the doctor and his mother had closed themselves into the library and James was dismissed. He had decided to linger and hear what was going on because he was curious.

"Doctor, he is not normal," she had complained back then.

James had frowned. Why would his mother say that? Why did she think that he was not normal? He was not normal? What did that mean?

She had complained about his behavior, listing all the things that concerned her, and that had filled James with fear because as it turned out, his mother had known everything. He'd thought he was clever. He'd thought he had been careful.

She had also expressed concern. "What if he turns into a monster?"

James had had mixed feelings hearing that. At first, he'd been terrified. What would happen to me if I was a monster? And then he'd realized that maybe being a monster wasn't such a bad thing. He liked monsters. They were the best characters in all the cartoons and films.

That had gone on for a while, his mother talking ill of him, and the doctor trying to explain certain things to James’ mother. James hadn't understood some of the things the man had said. And he hadn't been able to hear everything that was said to begin with.

However, the part that he had heard, and understood, had filled him with uneasiness and trepidation.

One thing stood out for him that day.

"James is afraid of being punished for what he perceives as just having fun," the doctor had said.

James felt uncomfortable remembering that, probably because it was still true. He had constantly been afraid and confused growing up. He hadn't been able to fathom why his mother was so mad at him at times when he wasn't doing anything bad, just having fun.

He'd never been punished for what he did; his father hadn't allowed it. Her mother had tried many times to rat him out, to turn his father against him, and make him hate James too, but Samuel Arnold had always brushed her allegations aside.

"Boys will be boys. Let it go, Natalia. Let him be. He’ll grow out of it," his father used to say.

And he was right, of course. James had grown out of it once he realized there were other ways to get what he wanted.

Although his mother had always obeyed his father, James had noticed a difference in her after the doctor's visit. Moving forward, there was always been a certain amount of fear in her eyes when she interacted with him. And James had constantly felt closely watched, analyzed, and judged, which he hated.

She’d also refused to buy him any more pets, no matter how much he had begged, how many tantrums he'd thrown, or had promised to play nice. She hadn’t budged, and James knew that it was because she had been trying to punish him.

Luckily, that was the doctor's only visit. Although she'd wished for the visits to become a regular thing, James’ father had saved him from that as well.

As he thought about it, James realized that he owed his father a great deal. He wouldn't be the man he was today if it weren’t for his father. If his mother had gotten her way, James would have ended up in a mental institution, locked up forever, or worse.

James shuddered, finally forcing himself to stop thinking about that day, and his mother in general. It was foolish of him to think about all of that in the first place. The past was in the past, so there was no point dwelling on it.

Perhaps it was time he stopped resenting his mother because she believed there was something wrong with him. For not recognizing he was merely a curious boy who was trying to learn things about life.

Some people were not cut out to be parents. People like his mother. She had an image of him inside her head, of a perfect boy, a spitting image of his father, and once he didn't meet those restrictions and limitations, she started to resent him.

Enough James, he snapped at himself.

He'd turned out perfectly, and perhaps his mother, and the way she was, played some part in that, albeit a small one.

He realized he could never forgive her. She'd betrayed him, and that meant that for all intents and purposes, she was dead to him, just like his father was.

It didn't matter that she was still on this earth alive and well.


EIGHTEEN
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“Oh, this is fucking ridiculous," James muttered quite angrily when the group found its second defendant guilty as well.

James refused to vote this time, but they screwed with democracy and convicted the innocent man without him. He knew it was all fake, but his outrage was very real.

After traveling down that fun memory lane, James forced himself to focus on the case. Which wasn't easy because as he listened, there were small triggers scattered throughout that reminded him of his life.

It was downright frustrating, but it explained why he’d taken it so close to his heart in the first place. Although he tried to ignore it, thinking about his mother rattled him deeply, which only made him angrier when the mock jury decided that Mr. D was guilty.

It was beyond crazy to him that these people called themselves professionals. They more resembled an angry mob, if anyone asked him. This bunch was determined to condemn everyone and declare them guilty despite reason.

"As his tampering with the vehicle showed premeditation and organized thinking, Mr. D was not only fit to stand trial, but we the jury believe it proves his guilt in the murders of his mother and father."

James found that rationale, if one could even call it that, baffling.

And so, it was to be expected, after everything, that he couldn't take it anymore.

During sentencing, as they applauded one another for a job well done — in hushed voices since the judge still droned on, spewing his nonsense — James stood up.

"Judge Liu, I thought you were the reasonable one in this bunch."

"And I am not, because..." the judge countered.

"Because you let this happen. This is a travesty. Mr. D was pushed to kill his parents for their actions against him. His father killed himself by his actions," he stressed.

Everyone's eyes shifted to him.

"You mean father and mother," Bert pointed out, coming to stand next to him.

"Yes. Er… yes, that's what I meant," James corrected with a nod while expressing deep frustration.

"You have the right to your opinion, James," the judge said ceremoniously. "However, the majority of us think differently."

James quickly sat down, fuming. A few others expressed their outrage at his expense, calling him names as though they were in grade school but in a high and mighty way that only lawyers could master. Not that he listened or cared.

Their opinions did not matter. James knew he was right, but he gave up trying to make them see. This was not the hill he was willing to die on.

He had more pressing issues than responding to a few juvenile insults.

James was deeply unnerved by what had just happened, and by what he'd said. That was a very dangerous slip of the tongue. He didn't want others to make the wrong assumptions because of it.

Why did I say that? he stressed. And out loud. He must be drunk. There was no other explanation.

First, he'd been thinking of his mother and all the horrible things she'd done to him in the past, then he said that about his father. For fuck's sake, James, get it together. He had no idea what was happening. These people on this damn mountain were affecting him in unimaginable ways. He was acting very much out of character, and he didn't like it.

Fuck, he cursed inwardly, not wanting to add fuel to the fire. Better to remain quiet until he was able to keep his tongue in check.

He had to get the hell out of there. And he was not talking about that fake courtroom, he meant the lodge in general.

I will walk to the base of the mountain if I have to. Then again, he wasn't sure he knew the way without GPS. There was only one road in here, he reminded himself. Still, it was a steep, dangerous road.

James stopped there because he had no idea why he was arguing with himself. He wasn't serious about leaving the lodge on foot; he was merely frustrated. This place was messing with his head, and he couldn't tell how long he would be able to keep it together, especially surrounded by these idiots. If he had better company, then he was sure he would have zero problems.

He glanced across the room to the woman who'd driven him to join this stupid weekend party. He wanted Helen, and it enraged him that she didn't want him back.

Yet, he corrected himself. He knew he would have her eventually. No woman alive could resist him, and Helen was just that. Only another woman.

James was the first one out of the room when the judge banged his fake gavel. He had to get out of there. Leaving, he felt like he could finally breathe again, which helped him think more clearly. He shouldn't have allowed himself to speak to the judge like that. Not because he was wrong, but because there might come a time when he would need the old geezer.

And what he'd said... he would chalk that up to alcohol and not think twice about it. He was not a person who believed words had such power and were windows to our subconsciousness like some Freudian.

Getting himself a drink from the bar — thank God they were still fully stocked — James found himself a quiet place next to a glass wall and settled down, looking out the window at the falling snow.

It has to stop snowing eventually, he tried to comfort himself.

Bert joined him a few minutes later. "I guess your streak continues," he said conversationally as he sat in the opposite chair.

James didn't know what streak Bert was referring to. "What do you mean?"

"Rooting for the bad guys like you’re trying to set a record."

James couldn't decide if Bert was mocking him or reprimanding him. Then he realized that he didn't care.

"Someone has to do it," he said. And they are not guilty, was implied.

Bert leaned his head to the side. "Why?" he challenged.

"Because being good or bad is a matter of perspective," James replied with a shrug.

He believed that. Each person on this planet could be characterized as both, it all depended on whose opinion you took into account. That happened all the time, and it had been happening for thousands of years.

Alexander the Great was a great leader to his people, but the rest of the world held a different opinion. The people whose nations he’d conquered, and the people he’d enslaved, had called him a monster.

Robert Oppenheimer was a great scientist, but he'd worked with a team of scientists to develop the atomic bomb, which killed hundreds of thousands of people.

On the other hand, even the most famous serial killers had people who loved them. So, things were never black or white.

Bert looked at him funny as James shared his thoughts.

"Do you really think that?"

"I do," James replied, adding, "and as a lawyer, you should, too."

Lawyers were in the best positions to see each side of humanity, usually in the same man. It astounded James that after all these years, Bert hadn't come to this revelation on his own. He’d obviously been brainwashed by the people he called friends.

Bert remained silent.

Finishing his drink, James decided to leave his friend with his thoughts and call it a night.

He stood up and started to walk away without saying anything else.

"Where are you going?" Bert called out after him.

James made a face. That was such a stupid question. The only place he could go considering they were snowed in. He decided not to point that out. It was late, and they were both tipsy and tired. He wasn't sure that Bert was drunk, but James was drunk, and thoroughly so.

"To bed," he replied. It was time this fucking day was done.

Bert didn't offer sweet dreams or pleasant platitudes. That was never their thing. He simply said, "Night, then."

Getting into his suite, James scowled. He fucking hated this place and the way it looked so empty and cold. Like it had been designed to mock him.

I definitely drank too much, he thought, rubbing his brow, sick and tired not only of this place but of himself.

He was alone once again. Helen wasn't there, ready and willing to warm his bed. That was a good thing, he thought, deciding to look at things from a different perspective.

In his current state, after the day he'd had and all its turmoil, he was in no mood to fuck.

So, he welcomed the solitude wholeheartedly. And tomorrow, when he had his shit together, had sobered up, and finally received some good news for a change, he would resume the hunt.

Unfortunately, thinking about tomorrow did jack shit about how he felt tonight.

James was beyond frustrated. He was mad, raw, and anxious, and he couldn't explain why. On a rational level, he knew he shouldn't have gotten so angry over a fake trial. He shouldn't have allowed himself to get so riled up over a bunch of cases that never happened the way they ended in these stupid mock trials, but he had because he couldn't shake this feeling it was all so unfair.

It looked like these people were only able to see things through black and white glasses, and these cases as good or bad, defendants as strictly guilty or not guilty, without trying to look at the bigger picture. It bothered him that these people were so narrow-minded.

No matter how many times he told himself it didn't matter, that these people didn't matter, that this was probably the only time he would see them apart from Bert, and that he would forget them as soon the snow stopped and he was able to leave, he felt the same.

James was glad that in real life, the businessman, Mr. X, was found innocent of that suicide, and that the son, Mr. D, hadn’t gone to trial to begin with. That felt right to him and made him reconfirm all that he believed from the beginning. They shouldn't have been punished for other people's actions. Mr. X shouldn't go to jail because his ex-girlfriend had committed suicide. Mr. D shouldn't have spent his life in jail because his parents took his life first.

That made sense to James, and he was glad the judicial system —the people who ran it, not these idiots — agreed with him.

They shouldn't have been punished, he repeated with utmost conviction.

I shouldn't be punished for something others did, either. He shoved the thought away. He didn't like thinking about certain things. Life was better that way; easier. He needed to move forward. Only forward. Always.

To get his mind off of things, although it was pretty late, and he'd had a few drinks — too many — in him, he fired up his laptop and started looking for the files, documents, reports, and contracts he'd requested from Eric. He pulled up a few contracts that needed revisions.

Unfortunately, although he tried his best to read through them, his mind kept drifting to the cases.

"It's this place," he grumbled, balling his hands into fists. He hated this damn place.

He was surrounded by the wrong crowd. He should have never agreed to do the stupid trials to begin with. They were a waste of time.

As far as he was concerned, he was done. He was done with those people and those stupid cases.

DONE.

It was better to stay in his suite and work than play stupid games. They could play without him.

And with some luck, the stupid snow would stop falling during the night, the roads would be cleared in the morning, and he would be able to get the fuck out of this place after breakfast, and never think back on what had transpired on this cursed mountain.

Feeling at peace once more, James finally fell asleep, holding onto his laptop as though it was a comfort blanket or a loved one.
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James woke up with a massive hangover the next morning. I shouldn't have drunk that much. The headache didn't go away even after a handful of aspirin. On top of that, he was unpleasantly surprised that the white shit was still falling from the sky.

At least it wasn't falling with the same intensity. That filled him with hope. It had to stop sometime.

However, the real piece of good news was that the phones were working again. The Internet was still down, but he could at least make a few important calls. It would be prudent to apologize to some important people for missed appointments.

Naturally, the first person he called was Eric. He needed to know what his PA was up to. Was he doing his job, or was he sitting there twiddling his thumbs because James was out of town?

James felt a little bit better after showering. Wrapped in a towel, not bothering to get dressed, he grabbed his phone to do the tasks he’d set for himself.

Eric answered on the first ring.

"I tried calling you." He started defending himself immediately.

"The lines were down here because of the storm," James replied.

"What happened? Did you get my messages?" Eric said.

"It's snowing," James said through gritted teeth, and while he was doing that, his phone started to ping like crazy. "I think I’m receiving them now."

"You missed your Erikson appointment."

"I know."

"And the HSQ meeting."

"I know," James snapped, frowning. Why was he telling him all of this? James was no idiot. He knew all kinds of deals could turn to shit while he was trapped on this mountain, playing Court TV.

"When will you come to the office?"

Is he not paying attention? James realized there was a chance he hadn’t explained his situation.

"I have no fucking idea. I am still trapped in upstate New York."

"What?" Eric exclaimed. "Vanessa Webber-Hoffenhen just arrived." There was a slight panic in his voice delivering that, and rightfully so.

Fuck.

"Tell her we'll have to reschedule. On second thought, I'll call her to apologize. I’m snowed in on a fucking mountain, and all the roads are blocked."

"What?"

Eric hadn't heard that last time they spoke. The line had gone dead, but James hoped that at least something went through. Apparently, it hadn't.

"Haven't you watched the news? Surely, it's been on the news? This stupid fucking blizzard is why I haven't been in touch. The lines went down."

"Oh, my God. Are they sending a rescue party?"

Eric was an adequate PA, but at times, he had a flair for the dramatic.

"We are perfectly fine and safe in the lodge," he reassured. "I just have no idea how long I'll be stuck here."

"Do you want me to send a helicopter?" Eric offered, trying to be helpful.

"Are you daft? Helicopters can't fly in a blizzard," he countered.

"So, what do you want me to do?"

Your fucking job. "I need you to shuffle my meetings and move all other responsibilities to later in the week."

"You’re booked pretty solid," Eric countered.

James frowned. "I don't fucking care; make it happen," he commanded.

He had enough on his plate; he didn't need to do Eric's job for him as well. He said as much. It was what he was paid to do.

"Do you still want to see that PI?" Eric asked, moving on to the next subject.

"Yes, he's a top priority. I need to see him as soon as I get back."

He had a few ideas, but for that, he needed to obtain some delicate information first. And since everything was pretty time-sensitive, it was imperative to set everything in motion as soon as possible.

Not that he shared any of that with Eric.

And while the PI was doing this espionage business, James could look into Helen's life as well.

It would be nice to have her address and phone number so he could see her once they returned to Boston. He stopped himself. Do I even want to see her again after I sleep with her? he mused.

They didn’t have anything in common. Apart from being pretty, she didn't look very interesting. Then again, few women were.

He didn’t plan on dating her, he just wanted to screw her a couple of times.

"Okay; got it."

"I looked through the contracts those idiots from T-Dynamics sent us. It looked like children prepared that proposal."

"What do you want me to tell them?"

"Tell them they need to take this more seriously if they want me to be associated with them."

He was playing hard to get because he had other plans for that company, and he needed to keep them busy while Bert made other arrangements behind the scenes.

"Anything else?"

"To make it clearer, let them know they need to sweeten the deal," James said, knowing they wouldn't be able to afford to but would try anyway.

They continued back and forth like that for a bit as Eric got him up to speed.

"Will you be returning tomorrow?" Eric asked at some point.

"I am not a damn weather girl, Eric. I have no fucking idea."

"I’ll clear your schedule just in case."

James nodded although his PA couldn't see it. "I’ll keep you posted."

"And I'll let you know what Vanessa said."

James made a face. He couldn't lose her. "Buy her something expensive."

"Will do."

Normally, he wouldn't bother dealing with businesswomen. Women and business should not mix; however, Vanessa was essential to making his company a global thing.

With all that settled, James hung up and threw the phone on the bed.

He was irritated with Eric. It felt like he was slacking while James was here. Then again, to be fair, at the moment, James was irritated with everybody and everything right now.

He was trapped, and it mattered not to him that it luxurious place. A gilded cage was still a freaking cage. It was a wasted few days, and he couldn't wait to return to his life in Boston and put this madness behind him.

He was buttoning his shirt when his phone rang. That was the best sound in the world because it connected him to the outside world.

He figured Eric was calling him because he was an idiot who constantly forgot things, but when he picked up his phone, the caller was someone else entirely.

What did she want now? He was partly irked and partly perplexed.

Is she dying or something?

They hadn't spoken in months, and now she was calling him every day, he exaggerated. He found this sudden interest extremely bizarre.

The most ridiculous part was that he answered. Curiosity got the better of him.

"Hello?"

"Hello, James. It's your mother."

I would have never guessed, he felt like saying, rolling his eyes.

"Hello, Mother," he replied. He was not in the mood to fight. Especially since every time he expressed his opinions, she got upset and acted hurt, playing the victim.

He was the bad son for pointing out the fact that she had abandoned him as a child because she didn't want to deal with his strangeness and troubling character. Those were her words, not his.

"Are you back in the city?" she inquired, snapping him from his thoughts.

Why was he feeling so bitter all of a sudden? He hadn't thought about such things in years. And he didn't care about something that happened a few decades ago. What had changed?

All those memories came back, bringing with them all the unpleasant emotions.

"No," he replied.

"How come?" she pressed.

James pursed his lips. Why do you care? "We're snowed in."

There was a pause in the conversation, and James found himself wondering why he answered his phone in the first place. He should have let it go to voicemail.

"Is there something you need?" James asked, needing to speed this along. He wasn’t particularly busy; he just didn't want to talk to her.

Besides, he knew she had an ulterior motive for acting motherly all of a sudden. She never called to see how he was doing; she called when she needed something.

She acted the same way with his father, even while they were married, only present when it suited her and cold and distant otherwise. Once his father passed away, she tried that same shit with him. James was having none of it.

He saw her for who she was.

"Do you need money for your birthday dinner?" he added as an afterthought.

"Why would you think that?" she asked.

He made a face. "Because I know you. Because I know how impulsive you are, acting without thinking things through. And you need to stop doing that. I mean, if something exceeds your means, then don't do it, it's as simple as that," he chastised.

James knew that after divorcing his father she didn't get much in the form of a settlement. And he found that to be fair. Just because she had married a wealthy man did not mean she was automatically entitled to half of everything. She continued to mooch off his father even after signing the papers. James never understood why his father allowed it. He allowed her to live in one of his city apartments, drive a car he paid insurance for, and so on.

James had found himself paying her bills a few times over the years as well. Although he didn't want to and would like to teach her a lesson not to depend on him so much, he realized he had to.

He didn’t do it out of any sense of loyalty or love. It was that he had a certain reputation to maintain, and having his mother in debt, begging like a pauper, would tarnish that.

So, he endured and threw money her way every time she appeared after months of silence.

He wondered how much her extravagant birthday party would cost him. She was sixty-one years old. She had no business celebrating birthdays in the first place, but here they were.

"No, James. I do not need money," she replied, having the audacity to sound a bit offended. "I only wanted to check in and see how you are doing."

He sat on the bed. Something was wrong. She was dying. Had to be cancer, stage four. That was the only explanation for her acting like she cared.

"I am good. Great," he corrected. "And I'll be even better after I leave this resort," he replied somewhat awkwardly, censoring himself.

"That’s good to hear."

James was close to freaking out that he was having this conversation with her. Perhaps other people were used to having normal talks with their parents, but James wasn't.

"Look, about your birthday..."

"We don't have to talk about it now," she surprised him by saying. "Let's leave that for when you return to Boston."

"Okay," he countered slowly. Who is this woman and what has she done with my mother?

"You mentioned you're snowed in."

"Yes, since Sunday."

"That must be torturous for you. How are you holding up?" she asked with concern.

"Fine," he replied.

What the actual fuck? Surely, she only had a few days to live.

Kidding aside, if she was truly impaired in any way, James was in trouble. At the moment, Natalia Arnold was his sole insurance and estate beneficiary. He had to name her because he didn't want some stranger in charge of his money if something happened to him.

She was the only relative he had, so if she was on her way out, then he had to make some serious changes, and soon.

It was on the tip of his tongue to ask if she was all right when she said, "You know, the anniversary of your father's passing is this week. Would you like to visit his grave together?"

James’ mouth flew open, hitting the floor in shock. They had never done that before.

She hadn't even been at his funeral. She had been too angry because of the divorce to pay her respects and had gone sunbathing on the shores of France. So the fact that those words had left her mouth left him speechless.

He couldn't help but laugh. She must be joking. What was going on? He had no idea, and he didn't like it one bit.

"James?" she called to him.

He continued to chuckle as though she'd just told him the funniest joke he'd ever heard. In a way, she had.

Go to his grave together. Act like a family. That shit was hilarious. Where was she thirty years ago when he'd needed her?

"James?"

He forced himself to sober up. "I don't think that's a good idea," he said diplomatically.

"I understand if something like that is too difficult for you."

He frowned. "It's not difficult, it's just..." he stopped because he didn't know how to finish the sentence, settling on, "it's bad timing.”

His mother sighed, her usual way of showing displeasure.

" I've always wondered about his accident," she said, and something was strange in her voice as she said that, but James wasn't sure what.

Was she sad? Melancholic? Still grieving?

"What about it?" he forced himself to ask.

"You were with him that day. How did he look to you?"

Was she asking if Dad was suicidal? Why would she ask that? And now, after all these years.

"Mom, you're acting weird," he said, not able to take it anymore.

"Humor me, please."

"He looked fine. He looked like always."

He'd told James he was a huge disappointment, and that he was sad James was an only child, before driving away.

"Did he tell you anything? Did something happen?"

James shook his head. "You know what, Mom, I have to go. I’m busy dealing with this snowed-in shit." And with that, he hung up before she said anything else.

This wasn't the first time they'd had this conversation, but this time, her reactions, her reasoning, and her conclusions were different.

He took a deep breath and exhaled heavily. For some inexplicable reason, his heart was beating like crazy.
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Forcing himself to calm down, James pulled out a recording app and started speaking into it so he wouldn't forget all the thoughts swirling in his head. He needed to get Eric to do some research about the available options regarding removing his mother as a beneficiary. Her physical and mental states were deteriorating, and he needed to see what could be done.

He needed to appoint a new person as his beneficiary because it was obvious that she wouldn't be on this earth for too long. If she was speaking about graveyards and wanting to be a part of his life, that could only mean she was terminal.

It would be hard to find someone he could trust with his wealth. He didn't like his mother, but he was sure she at least wouldn't try to kill him in his sleep for the inheritance. He couldn't say that about someone else.

Should I appoint Bert as my beneficiary? he wondered and immediately dismissed that as a bad idea. Something was wrong with him lately, which meant James couldn't trust him, either.

He was in deep shit and was irked that his mother had chosen to get sick when he was a step away from accomplishing something major. Realizing this was not a problem he could fix in the next few minutes, he decided to archive it until his return home.

Time to get out and face the music, he thought, but stayed perfectly still, sitting on the bed, half-dressed. Although he needed to know if the roads were open, part of him didn't want to leave his suite.

Isolation was preferable to bad company. At the same time, he didn't want to appear intimidated by Bert's “friends.”

He remembered everything that had happened last night despite the countless glasses of whiskey he’d drank. It was imperative they all saw how unbothered he was by their opinions. They were small-minded people and beneath him, which meant their words meant nothing.

Forcing his legs to move, he stood up and started walking toward the bathroom as though to take a shower.

I already did that.

Cursing his headache for making that mistake, he finished dressing and left his suite with his head raised high.

After a quick trip to the reception area, James solidified his previous opinion that only incompetent idiots worked here. They had no new information regarding the weather. For all his questions, he got an apologetic shrug and the explanation that they were all bound to be patient and wait for the storm to pass.

Furious, he decided to get in a workout to blow off some steam, and after a quick trip back to his suite, he realized he didn't have his training sneakers with him. There was no way in hell he would use the ones provided by this place.

Instead of working out, he found himself in the dining hall, where he was surprised to see all the guests were there, having their meals. The group had collectively stayed late, so everyone was in the midst of breakfast even though it was technically brunch time.

Bertram was seated with the others, animatedly discussing something they all seemed to be enthralled with. Probably another stupid court case, James thought. That seemed to be the only thing these people enjoyed discussing at any length. They were exceedingly boring. James’ gaze traveled over the people at the tables and zeroed in on Helen. He noticed the chair next to her was vacant and moved straight toward her to sit next to her, not bothering to greet anybody else although they all sat at the same long table.

He waved down a waiter.

"Yes, sir?" the waiter moved toward him and murmured.

"I'd like an egg-white omelet, a side of potatoes, three strips of bacon, and a cup of coffee."

"Um… sir, there's a buffet⁠—"

"Did I stutter?" James arched a brow at the man.

"No, sir. I'll see what I can do." He moved off.

He felt someone's gaze on him and looked over to catch Bert scowling at him. Had he been too loud and interrupted their discussion? It didn't seem so. He mouthed, "What?" at Bert.

Bert shook his head and just turned back to the conversation. James turned and focused on Helen. She was something pretty he needed after the few days he'd had. She didn't offer a smile when he smiled at her. He’d come to realize that she was somewhat stingy with smiles. Just a part of her charming personality.

He passed a hand through his thick hair although there was nothing wrong with it. He wanted Helen to notice it. From what he’d been told, women liked nice hair on a man. "I have to admit that I very much enjoy having this time off, getting to know you all." His tone and gaze were adding, especially you.

Helen looked about to make sure he was speaking to her before saying, "I thought you were eager to return to Boston," she countered.

She had him there.

"I was. I am," he agreed. "However, that doesn't mean I can't appreciate being here with you."

She brushed off the compliment, taking a bite of her croissant. He offered to get her something off the menu but she refused, sticking to the generic crap that he detested.

He noted that his food hadn’t arrived yet. They were as slow as they were incompetent. This place was the worst.

There was a pause in the conversation, so James decided to try again.

“Are you enjoying this time off? I presume you’re a college student while doing this internship for Melanie?”

“Yes,” she replied shortly.

Aren’t you a chatterbox…

No wonder she wanted to be a lawyer. She was as boring as the rest of them. And she had no idea how to entice a man. Thank God she was pretty, or James wouldn't bother with her.

"Where are you studying?"

"Harvard."

So, at least she was smartish.

"Are you there on scholarship?" he asked next since she didn't look like she came from money. No girl of class would dress the way she had this weekend, though he was not suggesting she was vulgar in any way.

"Yes, full ride."

I would like to ride you, he thought, amused by her choice of words.

"Impressive," he complimented. "Your parents must be proud."

"I would like to think that they would have been. My father died so unexpectedly that he didn't even get to hear good news."

This was the longest he'd heard her speak since he'd met her.

James remained silent, not knowing what to say. It was unfortunate she decided to offer something so bleak and ruin their nice chat.

"You went to Harvard as well, didn't you?" she surprised him by asking.

"Yes, I did."

His father had insisted. He'd also had to pull some strings for James to get in because he wasn't such a good student growing up, and he'd never let James forget that.

James had trouble conforming to other people's ideas, which made learning what teachers wanted him to a nightmare. Although he finished high school and Harvard Business School, he considered them a waste of time. He hadn’t learned anything useful as far as he was concerned. Nothing that helped him earn his first million, or all the rest of them.

Then Chase came to sit next to them. James noticed how he didn't kiss his girlfriend good morning. Something fishy was going on there.

Chase barely nodded in James’ direction in greeting, and James acted on impulse. He smiled broadly. "We were just discussing our upbringings," he informed the newcomer.

Chase looked at Helen.

"We are both Harvard brats," Helen explained to him, and Chase rolled his eyes.

"How about you?" James asked him, faking interest. "What do you study?" He didn't particularly care about the reply, but it was always prudent to get to know one's adversary. Not that James saw the kid as a worthy opponent. He was nothing more than a nuisance, at best.

"I don't go to college," Chase replied reluctantly.

Why am I not surprised.

"I'm an auto mechanic."

He's a grease monkey. How interesting. James was disgusted. What was Helen doing with this kid? He was a nobody and by the looks of it, he would remain a nobody until the end of his worthless life.

He was a phase for her, James realized. The one I will end.

All women went through those when they dated bad boys, or in Helen's case, nobodies. They did that to try to convince themselves they weren't shallow or just attracted to wealth and power. Usually, they faced the truth and went for men like James in the end.

"Isn't that a dying breed, with cars becoming more and more electric?" James jibed.

"Not necessarily. It just means developing another set of skills," Chase countered defiantly.

Whatever you need to tell yourself, buddy, James thought, highly amused that he'd rattled him.

"Chase has worked as a state executioner, too," Helen offered.

Now that was partially interesting. James had always wondered what kind of people could do such work, and now he'd gotten his answer. The kind who had no skills to do anything else in this world. That and fixing cars, he corrected.

"So why did you quit? Did you lose the stomach for it? Burned out?" James asked in all eagerness.

By the way Chase's jaw clenched, James knew he hit a nerve and was amused by it. It made him grin like the Cheshire cat in his head.

Chase looked him straight in the eyes without blinking, which was kind of unnerving. "Something like that," he replied vaguely.

That was a letdown. James was looking forward to learning some juicy details. Then again, Chase’s answer confirmed what James had thought of the kid all along. He was weak and without any ambition to create something special out of his life. To become someone worthy of admiration. And James would never respect people like that.

"Have you killed anyone famous?" James asked next.

Chase shrugged. "Aren’t they all infamous in a way?" he challenged.

That was perhaps true since executions weren't that common these days. Not with all those humanitarian groups that constantly cried like babies to save them and fought for their rights.

He would like to see how any of those morons would act if one of those monsters killed someone they loved. He was sure they would be asking for blood too, not preaching love and peace. What a bunch of hypocrites.

"How many people have you killed?" James couldn't resist asking.

"I didn't kill anyone," Chase snapped.

James raised his hands in supplication, offering a small smile. "I meant no disrespect. How many have you executed?" he corrected. "In what states have you worked? Was it all in one or have you traveled around?"

James knew the death penalty was banned in Massachusetts, so it was logical Chase worked someplace else. Most states had death penalties, and James found that reassuring. There was no other way to deal with certain people than to put them out of their misery like rabid dogs.

As this topic arose, he could see a few people looking his way in distaste and discomfort, but James didn't give a fuck about their false morality and weak sensibilities.

If Chase didn't want to talk about it, he wouldn't have mentioned it in the first place. He didn't. Helen did, he reminded himself. He would say something either way. It was as simple as that.

"Do you as an executioner witness the entire procedure?"

Chase remained silent, and James found that infuriating. Chase finally had something interesting to share, and he was withholding the information like a little bitch.

James knew he could Google the information if he had the Internet, but learning from someone with firsthand experience felt better.

"How does it feel to watch someone die? Did you like doing it?"

Bertram, it seemed, had finally had enough. "James, stop pestering him," he snapped sternly.

Some of his colleagues — friends — looked away uncomfortably. Maybe it was Bert's interruption that made them uncomfortable.

James made a face. He didn't appreciate Bertram involving himself in the conversation. "I was just making conversation," he defended.

Bertram shook his head. "Are you deliberately making a bad impression in front of my friends or are you that oblivious that this topic of conversation isn't appropriate breakfast conversation?" he asked, fuming.

James leaned in his chair to look at Bertram. "I can see only one person making a bad impression, Bert, by causing an unnecessary scene."

Bertram stared at him. He seemed quite angry, but James didn't know why. It was just a conversation. He wasn't even being rude to the boy. He was genuinely curious about his job as an executioner. A moment later, the waiter arrived with James’ food. James looked down at his watch and then up at the waiter with displeasure. "Finally," he grumbled.

He started eating immediately because he was hungrier than he'd realized.

Chase got up and left the room, which made James happy as it left him alone with Helen. He picked up his coffee and smiled at her over the rim.
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Shortly after Chase left, Helen got up and left, leaving James to sit by himself at the long table to finish his breakfast. No one spoke to him; they carried on conversations around him, ignoring him, which he found extremely rude. They were acting as though he wasn't even there.

James was tired of dealing with these people, especially Bert. He was losing testosterone in his old age, changing into a nagging old woman, and it was seriously getting on James’ nerves.

So what if he wanted to ask a few questions about the kid's job? It only became uncomfortable when Bert made it that way, and he hadn’t even apologized for his behavior, just continued eating as though hoping James would move on and forget. Like always, that meant James had to be the bigger man and forgive.

No wonder he couldn't stand these people, or call them friends. They were all the same, and James was sick of it all. They were beyond weird with their strange conversational topics and their stupid mock trials. Not to mention how oversensitive they were, especially the men, or downright rude when he offered an opinion that was opposed to theirs.

Then again, what could he expect from the people who were not raised right, who were born from poor people? And who had to attend community colleges.

He applauded them that they'd made it this far in life, but the chip on their shoulders and urge to please everybody remained, which included siding with popular opinion. Not to mention the stench of mediocrity. No matter how successful they got, their upbringing would always weigh them down and limit them.

What was Bert's excuse? He had gone to Harvard like James. There's a rotten apple in every basket, I suppose.

James hated it when people didn't have their own opinions, and when they didn't have the balls to defend those opinions. It was disgusting to see others go with the flow, unable to make their own waves.

James was all about making splashes. Fucking tsunamis. He lived for that. That was what made him move forward to begin with.

If someone got washed away by what he was creating, then that was how the game was played. A few had to drown so others could thrive. James was more than thriving; he was on top of the world.

James decided to finish his meal quickly and then leave. There was no one to talk with because they were all so limited and unable to see the bigger picture, so afraid to stand out. He was also irritated with Bert and frustrated with Helen. He didn’t have anywhere else to be, it was just that any place was better than being surrounded by these people.

So, he walked around the lodge. Indoors, of course, because the white shit was still falling, and he didn’t feel like putting on his ski suit to make a few laps around the property.

If they would even allow him to go outside.

He wished he had the Internet so he could access a forecast. I need to know how long this is going to last.

Then inspiration struck, and he texted Eric to find that out for him. That was the good thing about having a PA. He always had someone to do shit for him. It was like having a paid personal slave.

He would never say something like that out loud because people tended to get bent out of shape hearing such things, although he couldn't understand why. He was sure most people thought like him but didn't want to admit it, even to themselves.

That was because people were generally weak. Not like him. He was born different; to be above them all. To lead the mindless masses forward, but not as a politician. As a visionary.

James was disappointed with this bunch of people here at the lodge. Not one person stood out. They were all weak sheep. And if he stayed in their company a minute longer, he would become⁠—

He stopped walking as he heard his name coming from somewhere in front of him.

"James..."

That piqued his interest, and he started walking softly in the direction he believed the conversation was coming from. The bonus was that he thought Helen was the one who had uttered his name.

She was speaking about him to someone. That’s always a good sign, he thought while flashing a small self-satisfactory smile.

I knew she wouldn't be able to resist me for long.

He came across a turn in the hallway and leaned forward slowly, to see what lay ahead. Bert and Helen were conversing next to a glass wall in an alcove with comfortable-looking chairs and a small glass table. He stayed where he was so he could listen in.

He was curious to learn why were they talking about him. Helen knew that Bert was his friend, so perhaps she wanted to milk him for some intel. How very high school of her. Then again, she was young.

Except they looked pretty glum sitting connivingly close to one another. James risked another glance. Yup, they were none too happy about something.

How had I ended up in the mix? Had they seen me? All kinds of things passed through James’ head but then they continued speaking, and he concentrated on hearing everything.

"I knew he was terrible," Helen said.

That made James wonder to whom she was referring. Was she talking about Chase? It made sense. Was she confiding about the fight she had with Chase? James was beginning to put the pieces together.

"But it's different, knowing something in theory and having to deal with it face to face," she complained.

James made a face. What had that boy done to her? He was eager to learn, so he could use it to his advantage.

"I warned you he would be like that," Bert said. "James is terrible on every level; I can see that now."

Wait, what? I’m terrible?

James started to move as though to march over there and demand an explanation but stopped himself in time. He had to stay put and learn why were they speaking about him in such a manner.

"It's hard having to deal with it."

"I know," Bert agreed. "Just a little longer and this will all be over."

James felt like hitting him in the face.

He couldn't believe his friend had just said that. Just a little longer and she would be able to go home and wouldn't have to deal with him any longer.

That was what he said. Not a word in James’ defense. That bastard.

The last time Bert had confronted him about Helen, James had vehemently asked if he was acting that way because he had the hots for her. This right here was the proof that Bert wanted Helen to himself. And apparently, speaking ill about him was part of his tactic.

James had used it himself a couple of times in the past, but never against Bert.

Oh, wait. There was that model I told Bert was gay, James remembered. That was different. He didn't want to sleep with her, and I did, he rationalized.

What Bert was doing now, poisoning Helen against James, was despicable. He couldn't believe Bert was desperate enough to stoop that low to get into this girl's pants.

Apparently, he was.

And James was sure Bert wasn't the only one doing it. He’d noticed how that Chase character looked at him. He talked shit about him to his girlfriend; that was a given. The little weasel had felt threatened by James from the start. And was telling Helen the most heinous lies.

Although learning this wasn't easy, James was also glad because it showed him why Helen was so resistant. Her head had been filled with lies.

And Bert was a co-conspirator.

He would expect such behavior from the boy. Chase was young and limited, not to mention frustrated as hell he was losing his girlfriend to James, who was a superior being, but not from his friend.

James felt betrayed by Bert. Pissed off. Bert had thrown him under the bus, and when Helen called him terrible, he'd agreed with her. He hadn’t defended James at all. Not that James needed defending. Bert appeared to have no loyalty to spare for him; he was too busy trying to get into Helen's pants.

James knew Bert had the hots for her, but to lie so blatantly was a new low. This weekend had shown him that he couldn't count on anybody but himself these days.

The more he thought about Bert's behavior, the angrier he got.

I should confront him, James thought. I should get to the bottom of things. He would demand to know what was going on. If Bert had a problem — if he couldn't conquer a girl on his own — he shouldn’t take it out on James. That was rude and selfish.

Making a sudden U-turn, James marched straight toward Bert's suite to wait patiently for him so they could have an honest conversation about his behavior. This would not be tolerated any longer. They were friends, but James was also technically his boss, so Bert needed to know his place. It was ridiculous that he’d forgotten that after twenty years.

He'd gotten old.

As he walked, James realized he had no idea where Helen’s room was. Although this lodge wasn't enormous, he knew they had rooms and suites scattered around it.

He deduced that was probably because the staff wanted to provide them with some additional privacy. Generally, he would consider that a positive thing. Today, it was a nuisance because it meant he had to walk a long way to Bert's room. A long way for his anger to simmer and grow.

Arriving at his destination, he paced in front of it like a tiger in a very small cage, since he didn't have the key to let himself in.

Luckily, James didn't have to wait for long. He was so predictable at times. James knew his friend liked a little downtime after breakfast, which would explain his ever-growing belly.

Stabbing James in the back had to take its toll, too.

"James?" Bert said as he approached, surprised to see him there.

"What the hell was that about?" James attacked without a preamble.

"What are you talking about?" Bert asked, having the audacity to look confused.

"I heard your little chat with Helen. Why were you talking shit about me? Are you that petty? That jealous?"

"If you’re looking for someone to blame for that woman having such a poor opinion of you, all you need to do is look in the mirror."

James wanted to respond to that, but Bertram didn't give him a chance.

"You have been nothing but condescending, rude, and obnoxious since you got here."

James wanted to protest, but Bert wasn't finished. "Not to mention inappropriate, and downright disgusting in your pursuits."

James waved his hands because Bert was exaggerating.

"You flirt with her even though she has a boyfriend, you follow her around like a stalker, and you groped her under the table in front of everybody."

"She liked that," James defended.

"Oh, yes, she liked it so much she stormed out of the room," Bertram said, "and then thanked me for changing seats with her."

James shook his head. "This is what is wrong with today's world. Everyone's become too sensitive."

"No, James. You are the problem."

"And you've become a bore in your old age," James threw at him, then stormed off.

This is a minor setback, James told himself. Now that he knew what the real problem was — his backstabbing friend — James would overcome it and easily seduce Helen.

Her “discomfort” with him was fabricated, and he knew he could make her get over it. Once he’d had sex with Helen, he would deal with Bert, because this was unacceptable.

That bastard.

Traitor.
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James acted enthusiastically, as though he was looking forward to his case finally getting its turn. He figured that was the quickest way to show Helen he was nothing like the man described by Bert and her boyfriend.

It was also the best opportunity to show her how wonderful he was. He would be charming and generous, and he was going to show her how helpful he could be during the case. She would have no choice but to fall deeply in love with him.

That was the new goal. It wouldn’t be enough for her to want him, and for him to fuck her. Only by her being enthralled by him would James be able to show Bert how he'd made a huge mistake by trying to interfere.

It was unfortunate to discover he had a saboteur inside his midst. He would deal with that accordingly.

Sadly, as it turned out, Bert was going to try this case with him and Helen. He would be the prosecutor. Only James and Helen were left without a third member, so Bert volunteered to fill in the empty spot. Of course, he had. The traitor.

It figured. Bert was trying to obstruct him at every corner, and this was his latest try, but James would not be stopped from his pursuit. No matter what.

If anything, he became more determined after seeing Bert's true colors.

Naturally, James pretended as though nothing was amiss. He didn't want to make a scene in front of Helen.

She already thought the worst of him, thanks to his friend, and he needed to do some serious damage control before processing, not make matters worse.

So, the plan was for James to be the perfect defendant, do everything Helen said, and show he was a team player. He was going to charm her pants off, even though Bert was there with them.

Which gave him an idea. He needed to get rid of Bert.

Don't I have the right to be alone with my lawyer? he mused. That was covered by the law, and these people loved following the letter of the law. He would use that to kick Bert out of the room when the time came.

He, Helen, and Bert withdrew to a private room where they could discuss their case and come up with a plan, even though they did not have a specific case to work on.

Helen was too young to know of a certain criminal case she could recreate from scratch, and Bert didn't want to help her with it, for some reason. James didn't care either way. He was just there to show Helen how great he was.

It if was up to him, they would be doing something far more interesting than recreating a case. And Bert would not be invited to that private party.

Although he was prepared to play his part, James only cared about how to eliminate the damage Bert made. How could he stop Bert from further tarnishing his image with the girl?

"We need a case if we want to pull this off," Helen complained, making such a cute face as she said it. It was apparent that this crap meant a great deal to her.

That was only because she hadn't had sex with him. Yet. He almost chuckled at his joke but stopped himself in time.

Then he realized what she'd said. This was his moment to act heroic and save the day. And in a way, Bert was helping him with his impassiveness. It was all on him.

"I can always pretend to have done something terrible," he offered generously.

Helen and Bert shared a look. "Would you be willing to share details from your life to make it look more personal?" she asked. Although it was obvious that she was trying to appear professional and detached, the excitement was seeping through.

How adorable.

James smiled. He was so going to fuck her by the end of that day. "Of course," he replied without a thought.

Helen's eyes went wide. "Then I think that's an excellent idea."

Helen looked radiant at his offer, and that made him sit a little bit straighter. He was finally making progress. He glanced at his friend. His gaze was saying — See, I can have her despite your best efforts.

Bert pretended not to understand him, but James knew he did.

"I am glad you think so," James replied, inching his chair toward Helen.

She nodded enthusiastically. "Besides, it would be more interesting than the previous ones since it's a case never trialed before." Helen smiled saying that. And it was a truly lovely smile.

"I kind of like that," James offered. It would be the perfect opportunity to brag about himself and his accomplishments. Not to mention that he would get to show those idiots how an intelligent person like him could get away with anything he wanted.

"This will take us some time to prepare for," Bert pointed out.

Party pooper that he was, Bert was trying to find ways to spoil the fun. Or in this case, limit James’ time with Helen. More to the point, if the old fart was so against it, that could only mean James was onto something.

"So, let's not waste time. Let's dig straight into my case," James urged.

Bert sent him a look that seemed to say — Are you kidding me?

James smiled.

"So, what did you have in mind?" Bert asked, opening his notebook.

"Wouldn't it be better if I spoke about my 'crimes'," he air-quoted, "in private with my lawyer? To make it look more realistic," he said, trying to sound innocent. This was the opportunity he needed, to get rid of Bert so he could make a move on Helen.

And by the way Helen was looking at him, he knew she was buying his act. She was oblivious to his ulterior motives. This was not only the best opportunity to get rid of Bert, but to start repairing the damage his enemies had made. James knew he could make Helen see him in a different light if they could be left alone for some time.

Unfortunately, Bert was not taking the hint. Or maybe he was doing that on purpose, cock-blocking him further, a more paranoid part of James pointed out.

Bert looked up from his notebook. "What do you want to be the focus of the case?" he asked again.

"I will share my plan as soon as you leave," James countered, deciding the straight approach was the best.

"Excuse me?" Bert looked taken aback while Helen looked confused between the two men.

"This is supposed to be confidential," James replied, trying to sound innocent. "So, I want only my lawyer present; not some third party."

"I am not a third party, James," Bert said.

"You are the prosecutor, and I don't want to give you an advantage," he argued for good measure, pretending his protests were all about the case.

Bert narrowed his eyes as though he was onto him. Even if he was, there was nothing he could do. James was being reasonable.

"I don't think that's a good idea," Helen said, taking him by surprise.

"This is a recreation of an actual trial, is it not?" James challenged.

"Yes, but..."

"Then I don’t want to hear it. I want to do this right," James insisted while inside he felt giddy. He was winning.

“I love your passion for this. However..." Helen started, but Bert jumped in.

"I think he's right."

Helen looked at him in shock, and so did James. What was his deal? Why was he suddenly on James’ side?

"You do?" Helen asked, but she didn't look too happy about it.

"Yes," Bert replied straight-faced, but James still didn't trust him. "We want to do this right."

Helen remained silent.

"Great; it’s settled then,” James said, not hiding how pleased he was with this turn of events. "See you later, Bert," he said dismissively, focusing solely on his lovely lawyer.

Perhaps it would be fun to indulge in some role-play. He would pretend to be an innocent man thrown in jail, and she could be a young ideological lawyer who wanted to help free him. He could picture her in a miniskirt and high heels. Cute little glasses, hair pulled up so he could gaze at her delicate neck.

Now that's hot.

"I was thinking we should switch roles," Bert said.

"Excuse me?" James asked, not understanding what he meant. He wasn’t the only one because Helen said, "What do you mean?"

"I was thinking maybe I should be the defense lawyer and you the prosecutor," Bert offered to Helen with a shrug.

"Absolutely not," James snapped. The only reason he’d agreed to participate was because Helen was guaranteed to be his lawyer. And now Bert was trying to take that away. James knew that bastard had an ulterior motive, and here it was. That motherfucker was still trying to sabotage him.

"You think I can do it?" Helen asked hopefully, ignoring James’ protests.

"What better way to learn?"

"Okay, I accept."

"Hey, don't I have a say in all of this?" James grumbled.

They both turned to stare at him. Helen innocently, Bert sneakily, thinking he’d outwitted him. Bastard. Rotten friend. Traitor.

"Do you want Helen to remain your attorney because you don't trust she would do an amazing job as a prosecutor?" Bert asked, entrapping him.

James was no idiot. If he said yes, it would only further alienate Helen. If he said no, he would lose the precious time alone with her that he so desperately needed.

No matter what he was screwed. Bert was such a bastard.

"Of course, I think she would be an excellent prosecutor. It's you as my defense I shudder from," James joked, but nobody laughed.

Tough crowd.

"Then that's settled," Bert said smugly.

"Thank you for this opportunity," Helen said to Bert.

What about me? James grumbled. I agreed to it too, if somewhat reluctantly.

"My pleasure," Bert countered while James suppressed an eye roll. It was pathetic how he was sucking up to her.

"Let's move on," Bert urged.

"How about some alone time with the lovely prosecutor?" James tried again. "So she can decide what to charge me with."

He voted for indecent exposure because he wanted her to suck him off right there.

"Bad idea," Bert said almost immediately. "We'll save a lot of time if we work together."

"I agree," Helen said next.

James could have sworn he saw pleasure in Bert's eyes when she sided with him.

It was as though those two plotted against him to trap him to play that game instead of doing anything else. That was what he got for being with people who believed the mock trial game was a fun way to spend the day.

James was beyond irritated that things were not going his way.

"Fine, whatever," he said with a sigh, leaning back in his seat, and mentally preparing himself for a boring afternoon.

James began looking at his phone while Helen and Bert discussed some last-minute changes, Bert giving her some tips along the way. James was trying to think of a way to distract her, but they were too enthralled in their conversation. It was like he wasn't even there.

He wished that Bert would leave him alone with Helen, but the bastard wasn't going to give him even a second. He was such an asshole. James wondered why he was even friends with him. He should have cut him loose a long time ago; long before Bert started turning into a worthless bastard who sabotaged him and stabbed him in the back.

It was okay though: James would get back at him. And soon.
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“This is pointless, James. You have to stop arguing the validity of the case. This is a game," Bert snapped with such intensity that even Helen twitched a little.

After realizing Bert would not leave, and he would not get his way, James decided to make the best of it and sabotage his friend every step of the way.

No matter what Bert said, suggested, or thought of, James was of the opposite mind.

It took a while, but Bert finally lost patience. He was trying to show Helen that Bert was not all unicorns and rainbows. He had a mean side when things didn't go according to his precise vision. James had witnessed him yelling at the junior associates many times over the years, and he knew knowing about Bert’s bad temper would come in handy one day.

If this is a game, then why am I not having fun? It was on the tip of James’ tongue to ask. He already knew the answer.

"I agree with Bert," Helen said with a small frown. "We've wasted too much time as it is."

Feeling like he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do, James decided to be generous and play nice for a bit.

"Okay," he agreed.

"Let's focus on the case," Helen suggested.

"What case?" James had to jibe a little.

"I was thinking of tying the case to something that happened to you," Helen shared her vision.

"Something that happened to me? Like what?" He was curious.

"We'll pick an event from your life and make a true crime out of it," she explained.

"That's not a bad idea," Bert agreed.

James had to agree. Besides, James loved talking about his life. While doing so, he would show Helen how accomplished he was, which would impress her. And a woman impressed was a woman he could easily take to bed.

Although he continued to be irritated with Bert refusing to leave, James decided to use this situation to the best of his abilities.

This was the best opportunity to speak about his life without appearing prideful and self-centered. In this situation, he could expose his best features while remaining humble. He was doing this to be helpful and participate in the game.

"I agree," James nodded, flashing her a smile. "So, ask me anything; I’m an open book."

"Were there any juicy scandals attached to your name? Have you ever done drugs? Has someone you know died unnaturally? Have you ever broken a law? Have you ever been arrested? Have the police ever questioned you in regard to an investigation?" Helen started bombarding him with questions.

James started laughing. It couldn't be helped. She looked so cute while trying to appear serious and professional.

She stopped, realizing her mistake.

Bert cleared his throat. "Let's just start from the beginning. Tell us about your life," he offered.

James nodded. It was the opening he was hoping for.

"Well, I was born to two very loving parents who wanted to provide me with only the best in life," he brushed over his parents, not wanting to speak about them. "I know that to some, that sounds like a privilege, but I have always considered it a responsibility to do my best and justify their faith in me."

Very dutiful; studious, Helen wrote as he spoke, and although it showed her interest, James would have preferred if she looked at him while he was telling his life story. That way, she could see all the expressions, emotions, and humility he expressed.

"The years went by fairly uneventfully. I finished high school and started Harvard Business School without a hitch. That was where I met Bert." He waved at his traitorous friend.

"I'm guessing you had fun in college?" she commented, looking between the two.

"As only two young people unleashed to the world could," Bert replied.

"We had a fair share of fun," James hedged, "but academia was the priority."

"Liar," Bert said under his breath, but James decided to ignore that.

"After college, Bert and I tried to do a few things together."

"All of them failed," Bert jumped in helpfully.

"We were too young and green, thinking we would change the world and earn a lot of money in the process."

"And then what happened?" Helen stopped writing to ask, looking at him.

"My father passed away, and his dying wish was for me to take over his business," James replied, looking away with a sigh.

"I’m sorry for your loss," Helen offered.

"Thank you. A long time has passed since then. I moved on."

"If you don't mind me asking, how did he die?"

"In a car accident." James offered no more. It was kind of a sore subject for him, so he hoped she would let him move on to a different subject.

"Anyway, that event forced me to grow up. I was also very ambitious and didn't want to follow in my father's footsteps. So, I created my company from scratch," he said proudly.

"Using your father's inheritance," Bert provided.

He was like a devil's advocate; his only job was to sabotage James.

“True,” he allowed reluctantly. “However, over the years, I multiplied that money countless times over.”

“You didn’t do that on your own,” Bert pointed out.

“Of course not. I surrounded myself with the best possible talents who helped me put my visions into action. That’s one of the reasons I tolerate you, despite your glum personality," James said to Bert.

"So is Bert your partner?" Helen asked, getting the wrong idea.

"No, Bert has always been my lawyer and my adviser. I have had other business partners throughout the years.”

"For example?" she probed.

James pursed his lips for a moment before replying.

"For the briefest time, I was in partnership with Michael Delgado, but since we didn't share the same visions for how the company should look in the future, we went our separate ways," James explained diplomatically. In truth, Delgado was a pussy who liked to play it safe, which was no way to conduct proper business, so James felt like he was dead weight. He was glad when that partnership ended.

"So, you prefer to work alone?" Helen guessed.

"I suppose that's accurate," James agreed. "Working with Michael showed me that."

Helen made a face before asking. "Didn't Michael Delgado commit suicide?" Her voice took on an odd, strained sound as she spoke.

Perhaps she's uncomfortable talking about dead people? James concluded.

James was surprised she knew something like that in the first place. Although it was a big deal at the time since he was a public figure, businessman, and philanthropist, it happened a while back. It wasn't something a young girl like her should be familiar with.

"Yes. He was a strange fellow," James replied.

Helen stared at him for a moment but eventually recovered. "What happened after your partnership dissolved?" she asked next.

James nodded, pleased they were moving forward. "I switched lanes, so to speak. I bought a faltering tech company, one close to bankruptcy, and turned it around," James said proudly.

Switching his focus to technology was the best decision he’d ever made.

“Really? That’s impressive,” Helen commented.

He thought so, too, and was pleased she recognized it as well.

"How did that happen? How did you save it?" Helen asked with genuine curiosity.

"After assessing all the problems, I hired an expert to help turn things around." More than a few, but one was the key to that success. Apart from James, naturally.

"Who?"

"Oliver Rothman," he said reluctantly. This was supposed to be about him, not other people.

"You mean the tech and business genius?" Helen asked, wide-eyed. "I had no idea he worked for you."

Genius? He thought that to be too strong of a word. Oliver was competent, but James wouldn't go so far as to call him pretentious names that were undeserving.

"Yes. With his help, I built the company back up."

Four other companies had been scouting Oliver, but James had snatched him up right from under their noses. It had cost him more than he liked to admit, but he thought it necessary at the time. Looking back, he wondered if he would make the same mistake twice. In the end, Oliver proved to be not worthy of all the hustle.

"I heard he was supposed to go work for Apple," Helen said, thinking out loud.

James nodded. "Yes, but I offered more money," he said with a chuckle, and then he sobered up. "And better benefits, and artistic liberties, if you will."

"That was smart," Helen complimented again.

She thinks I'm smart now, he noted. No more Mr. Terrible. James felt smug that his plan was working. He knew she wouldn't be able to resist him once she learned the truth about him.

“After that,” James continued speaking, “with Bert's help," he added, feeling generous, "I started buying out other small tech companies, which helped grow our business."

"It wasn’t as peaceful and easy as you’re making it sound,” Bert grumbled.

James shot him a glare. Why was he butting in? James was trying to pay him a compliment and make him look good. Why try to make James look like a liar? James gritted his teeth and bit back the harsh comment that lingered on his tongue.

"It's not like you were saving jobs, James. Some people lost their livelihoods because of your takeovers."

James’ glare darkened. "They'd have lost their jobs anyway when the business folded, and you know that. I saved many companies from going under and retained the people I could afford to retain. It's how business works, and you know it," he said hotly.

"What happened to Oliver?" Helen interjected, her eyes flashing between James and Bert. James glanced at her, and his look turned somber. "Sadly, Oliver abruptly passed away."

"Can you tell me more about Oliver? What kind of man was he?" Helen prompted.

James sighed heavily. He didn't understand why she was so interested in Oliver, who was dead as a doornail, when she could hear about James, but he decided to indulge her.

"Oliver was brilliant at what he did. Businesswise, he was a genius, as you said, but personally, he was a nutcase. I was deeply saddened when he passed away."

Bert frowned. Before he could say anything to refute him, James added, "He is very much missed." James uttered a deep sigh. He did miss Oliver and the ability he had to make James a great big pile of money. Oliver had had a great talent for it, something James had envied him for.

"How did he die?" Helen asked.

James was taken aback. Why was she constantly asking about all the insignificant people as he was telling the tale about his life? It was irritating, especially since he was reaching a good part. A part in which he created the most brilliant plan that made him a billionaire.

"Why do you want to know that?" he asked.

Helen's face brightened. "Well, it's my understanding that Oliver's death is one of the incidents in your life that was briefly investigated by the police, so I figured that perhaps we could discuss it in our case," she explained, sounding hopeful. "It was my understanding that he died in a car accident, so I wanted to know if that was true."

Oh right, the case. James forgot about that for a moment. He’d been so immersed in his story that he'd forgotten about the stupid mock trial.

"I see," James agreed, although he didn’t. He didn't want to talk about Oliver anymore. Just saying his name left a bad taste in James’ mouth. He might miss Oliver and his ability to make James money, but the traitor had tried to double-cross him, and no matter how horrible it sounded, James was not sorry the other man had died.

That was what happened to people who tried to fuck with James. Justice.

And then something else occurred to him. How had she known Oliver's death had been investigated by the police? How did she know it was a car accident? Had Bert told her that? That was the only logical explanation.

What else has he shared about my life?

"So, what happened with Oliver? Am I right about the car accident?" Helen prompted since he remained quiet.

"I am sure you already know that it was, as you know it was investigated by the police," James said somewhat defensively.

" I only know the basics about it," Helen hedged. "However, this case is about you, so I need to hear everything from you. I need your thoughts on it," she insisted with a persuasive smile.

He liked her smile and how she phrased it. It was all about him, as it should be. Then again, James didn't feel like talking about Oliver. However, considering how Helen looked at him now, how interested she looked while learning about his life, how she was paying attention to his every word, he felt almost compelled to tell her everything. Even the bad parts.

James continued to play along because he wanted to fuck her now more than ever. By the way she was looking at him, it was finally going to happen.

His dick stirred in anticipation of that glorious event.

"Let me tell you something about Oliver..."
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"What happened to Oliver was a horrible accident," James started his narrative with a shake of his head as though repelling bad memories. "An accident that was easily avoidable."

Helen paused in her notes to look at him. She had a small frown on her face. "Why do you say that?" she prompted.

James stirred uncomfortably in his chair, looking at Bert for a second and then back at Helen. "I was taught not to speak ill of the dead."

"James, I'm sure Helen isn't going to hold it against you for speaking facts," Bert reassured.

James nodded. "Well, as Bert can attest, Oliver had a huge drinking problem."

Helen looked at Bert.

"He did," Bert agreed.

"At times, his drinking was beyond heavy, and I tried talking to him about it."

"Do you mean trying to get him into rehab?" Helen drew the wrong conclusion.

James didn't believe in rehab. It was for weak people or movie stars. The real men knew how to handle their shit without locking themselves in retreats or spas.

"No, no, I urged him to dial it back a little," James explained. "Or to be more responsible if he wished to indulge so much..." He paused, shaking his head again. "If only he had listened to me."

"So, what happened?" Helen asked.

"What you might expect. We were celebrating a major victory at our company, and Oliver celebrated a little too much."

"He got drunk," Helen guessed.

"Extremely drunk," James corrected. "And instead of calling someone or grabbing a taxi, he got into his car and got into an accident," James exhaled heavily while massaging his brow. "Small blessing, if you can even call it that, in that he was the only fatality."

Helen pursed her lips hearing that. "So, you think the accident occurred because Oliver was drunk?"

It was a testament to her young age and naiveté that she could ask such a stupid question. "Yes," James replied. There was no other explanation. Oliver was responsible for what happened to him; James believed that.

"What about the fact that his brake lines were cut?" she pointed out.

That surprised him, but years of practice prevented him from showing it. She was definitely prepared for this talk. At first, he thought Bert had told her a few key points, but now it looked to him as though she had done some research online.

That shouldn’t have surprised him. It wasn't the first time that someone had done an Internet search on him. Many people had done it before dealing with him. He knew men did it trying to find his weakness, but they never could. And women did it to impress him; to make it look like they already knew him intimately well.

James believed Helen had investigated him to make a good impression since she was doing this mock trial with her superiors. James would have preferred she'd done it for his sake, but he was still glad that she did.

Although there was a moment of trepidation. A lot of filth could be found online about him. He just hoped Helen was smart enough to recognize fake news when she saw it and not judge him for some of the things written. Those were despicable lies created to sell papers, nothing else. He hadn’t gotten that impression so far, which was comforting.

James nodded. "Yes," he agreed. "The police investigation showed that the brakes were cut and that it was something that couldn’t have happened in the accident."

"But you said his drinking was to blame," she challenged.

"Because I think that if Oliver had been sober, he could have survived. He would have been able to think and act more quickly if all his senses were functioning," he argued.

"But someone still tried to kill him by cutting his brake lines," Helen insisted.

"And sadly, the police never caught the person responsible."

"Why do you think that’s the case?" she asked.

If she was asking for his opinion, James was more than willing to oblige.

"I have a couple of theories," James replied vaguely, trying to draw things out and hold her attention for longer.

"Like what?"

James hesitated for the briefest of moments. " I respected Oliver a great deal, but I've come to believe he did it to himself."

Helen’s eyes grew wide. And she was not the only one shocked by what he said. Bert looked surprised as well, which was understandable. James had never shared his thoughts on Oliver's accident with him.

After Oliver died, they had never spoken about it — or him — again. James hadn't even attended the funeral. He'd wanted to, but he was out of the country at the time.

“You think he committed suicide?” Helen asked, not hiding how mind-blown she was.

“Yes,” James replied.

“Why would he do something like that?” Helen demanded.

“Because it made sense to me. Oliver was a deeply troubled individual burdened by his intellect, as is often the case. And though I’m not comfortable gossiping, he had troubles in his personal life as well."

“What kind of problems?” Helen's brow furrowed in confusion.

“An ex-wife was trying to milk him dry, and a troubled kid who was a constant reminder of his failure as a father.”

“So, your conclusion is that he cut his brake lines to kill himself?” she asked skeptically.

“Yes, and then he drank so much because he needed the courage to go through with it.”

“Why make it look like an accident?” Helen asked.

She obviously didn’t see the bigger picture.

“If it was a suicide, the beneficiaries of his life insurance wouldn’t get a dime,” James explained.

Helen nodded, pondering. After a short pause, she said, “What if someone else murdered him and made it look like an accident?” she challenged.

“Then I have to say this perpetrator, if they exist at all, is a lot smarter than the police.”

“Because they failed to catch him, or because he’d planted confusing pieces of evidence?” Helen asked.

James didn’t even have to think about his reply. “Probably both.” He shrugged.

Helen checked her notes before proceeding. “You were questioned by the police regarding Oliver’s death.”

It wasn't a question, but James felt the need to reply. “Yes, I was.”

He hadn’t cared for that experience one bit. Those idiots treated him like a common criminal without an ounce of respect, throwing him in a tiny, smelly, interrogation room to wait for the lead detectives for hours.

Once they arrived, they asked him just a few questions and let him go. The whole exchange lasted a few minutes maximum, and afterward, there was no apology for dragging him there in the first place and wasting his time.

“Why?” Helen asked snapping him from his thoughts.

“Because they were incompetent fools, and that was just one of many ways they tried to mask it and make it look like they were doing something. That stupid, lazy bunch of people had no leads so they harassed his colleagues and friends,” James said while looking at Bert for corroboration.

He received none.

Bert had stayed out of their conversation for the most part, and James preferred it that way. At least this way, he could pretend he and Helen were the only two people in the room.

“They realized I had nothing to do with it and I was dismissed after a few minutes of conversation.”

“They can’t be that incompetent, then,” Helen commented.

James laughed. She had a sense of humor after all. That was good to know.

“Did the police speak with you as well?” Helen asked Bert.

“No, they didn't,” he replied in all seriousness like he was part of an official investigation.

Helen wrote something down in her notes before looking at James.

He tried to read what she was writing but couldn’t. She had mousy, illegible handwriting, so he gave up and stared at her cleavage instead. Not that she had much going for her in that department.

If she were with him, he would dress her differently: lacy underwear, and clothes that fit her body type and would accentuate all her attributes. Probably a tight skirt to show off her tight ass and small waist. And high heels. They were a must.

“Let me ask you something.”

“Ask away,” James countered, feeling very generous. Mental images of her dressed properly helped with that a great deal. Although her hair needed to be dealt with as well. The brown was too plain. Some highlights in shades of chestnut, gold, or honey could make all the difference.

“Hypothetically speaking, if you decided to commit a crime — kill someone — how would you do it? How would you cover it up?”

James raised his eyebrows. This was a change of pace. His first instinct was to refuse to answer that, to deny he'd ever thought about something like that. But then he realized that her question wasn’t born from malice. They were preparing for a criminal case. She was looking for angles to incorporate that element into his life.

She was a clever minx. And she apparently had a dirty mind, which he liked. They could have some fun with it if she was interested in something like that. He was sure she was. The more rigid and uptight they looked in real life, the bigger the freaks they were in bed. James knew that from experience.

With that in mind, James decided to indulge her and share some private thoughts.

“First of all, I wouldn’t make the mistake of hiring someone else to do the deed. If I were to commit a crime, I would do it myself, as a man.”

“And why is that?” She looked genuinely curious.

“Because doing it myself would eliminate errors and any protentional witnesses who could be used against me,” he explained.

She nodded as though his thoughts made sense. Of course they did.

“I would make sure I had all the necessary information before forming a plan.”

“And how would you do that? Would you hire a PI?”

“No, my sweet Helen. I just explained to you why involving others would be a bad idea.”

“Oh, right.” She looked slightly sheepish.

“I would study my victim, learn his habits, discover his vices, and then I would find a way to exploit all of that. I would create an airtight plan, some kind of accident, and make sure I was nowhere near it when it happened, creating an alibi for myself,” James concluded.

He was feeling mighty proud of himself, and rightfully so.

“You make it sound so easy.”

James shrugged. “It can be if a person isn't bothered by all the nonsense.”

“Nonsense?” she repeated with confusion.

She was such a naïve girl; he liked that about her.

“By nonsense, I meant the morality and legality of such things. I was, of course, making a joke,” he added, chuckling.

Helen nodded but she didn’t smile.

Tough crowd.

“Are you confident you could get away with it?” Helen asked a few minutes later.

James shrugged and considered his words. “There's only one way to test that.”

“I suppose that's true,” she replied slowly, writing something down. “One more thing,” she said in a manner that suggested she had just remembered it. “Where were you when Oliver Rothman passed away?"

“Away on a business trip.”

"Where to?"

“I believe I was in Beijing that week, having a series of business meetings,” he replied immediately. Those two events were forever bound in his mind.

After asking her questions, Helen remained quiet for a bit; so still and quiet that James started to worry he'd scared the poor girl with his answer. He had been too precise with his reply; he realized that now.

I shouldn't have done it. I shouldn't have planted that in her brain. What could he say? He'd gotten carried away. He was a serious businessman who approached each problem seriously. He’d wanted to impress her with his cleverness, but it seemed he'd fucked it up. Then again, if she was that skittish, that was on her. She needed to develop thicker skin if she wanted to survive in their world.

And then she closed her notebook as though nothing was amiss, and looked at the two men in front of her. To James’ surprise, she smiled.

"I think this is it. We'll use this for our trial."

"Use what?" James asked.

She smiled again. "Everything."

"Do you need anything else from him?" Bert asked.

Helen shook her head. "No, I think we're ready," she announced.
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James tried to do his role justice. Before it started, he went to his suite to pick his best suit — not the flashiest because he wanted to appear serious and humble — combed his hair to the side, and put some gel in it.

He was going for the nineteen-twenties gangster look. And he believed he nailed it.

James acted indignant but perfectly calm, as the prosecutor, his lovely Helen, accused him of the death of Oliver Rothman.

He was convinced he'd repaired the damage made by Bert, and that now Helen saw him in a much better light, which pleased him. That was only more proof of how he always won no matter what.

Unfortunately, his lawyer was Bertram. James was not happy about that, especially since they were at odds lately. Bert was to blame for that, and James couldn't explain what had gotten into him to change him so much in the past couple of months.

James would have asked to change his defense lawyer, but he cared about the other people even less than he did Bert, so he endured.

It didn't matter who defended him because James planned to save himself. He planned to be brilliant on the stand and charm everyone, including the judge, so they wouldn't have a choice but to declare him innocent.

Helen's opening statement was good, but she looked a little flustered. She had stage fright, being surrounded by her superiors. She also stated how professional jealousy was the motive for the murder, which James found far-fetched.

Good luck proving that, he mused, realizing Helen had just shot herself in the foot and would lose the case.

He didn't feel bad for her because he knew he would be there to comfort her, make her feel better, and make her forget her disappointment with sex.

There was no doubt about that because this was a case she wouldn't be able to prove. There was no supporting evidence.

She picked the wrong case to take to trial, James thought almost pityingly.

Bert's opening statement was fairly concise. He denied all the accusations, stating that he would show during the trial who the real James Arnold was.

Despite their differences, James had to admit that he liked that.

Then Helen talked a bit about James’ character, listing all these witnesses who had what he could only imagine was something unpleasant to say about him.

James suspected she was doing that to show he was capable of murder. Not a bad tactic, he agreed.

James firmly believed each individual was capable of anything, good or bad, under the right conditions, and dire circumstances. He was no different from the rest, in that regard.

At first, he was curious to hear what others had to say about him, but that sentiment vanished rather quickly.

"Miss Jean Shrimpton described him as cold. They met..."

She started to read the witness statements and James’ eyes widened. How had she gotten a hold of these?

"Miss Linda Morand described him as cruel. There was an incident..."

Who is Linda again?

"Mrs. Tamara Nyman described him as egocentric. They dated for three months..."

Listening to all the testaments, one could easily assume all these women hated him, and that was probably true. He had dumped them all and this was their form of payback. Women were vindictive that way.

Then again, he couldn't say for sure those were actual quotes from those women. They had to be fake, added for dramatic effect. How could she have gotten a hold of them from up here when the phones and Internet had been down for so long? And why would she bother? Nobody in their right mind would call his ex-girlfriends just to use it against him in a mock trial.

"These are fake witness statements, right?" he asked Bert.

"Everything you're seeing and hearing is one hundred percent real, James," Bert replied straight-faced, which was how James knew he was joking.

Knowing that the statements weren't real made no difference. And although he tried not to let them bother him, they did. Especially since Helen mixed just enough truth into it all to screw with his head.

After the sixth one, he couldn't take it anymore.

"I don't think spiteful words from ex-girlfriends should be valid proof of someone's character," James pointed out as Helen prepared to read number seven.

All of her so-called witnesses were models, he noted in passing. Then again, so what? It was not a crime to like pretty women.

The judge immediately reprimanded James and his lawyer for interrupting the prosecutor.

"From now on, refrain from making comments, Mr. Arnold," the judge said sternly.

"Sorry," James countered apologetically, while Bert looked exasperated.

Helen looked pissed off and sent daggers his way. He found her reaction to be a tad over the top. This can't be because I interrupted her. Was she jealous they were discussing his ex-girlfriends? He was sure that was it.

She didn't like that he'd dated so many supermodels.

Welcome to my life, baby. Only the best for him.

All of that put him in a good mood, but then he reminded himself that he was on mock trial for murder and had to remain in character.

Helen continued mentioning his ex-girlfriends for quite some time before moving on to other people from his life: college friends, employees, and so on.

Hearing all of these testaments about his character was very uncomfortable, even if they were untrue.

James hated every second of it and couldn’t wait for this pointless trial to end so he could retreat to his suite, with Helen of course. He wanted to show her that she was as good in his eyes as those models were.

Before that could happen, he had to take the stand. The focus of Bert’s defense was to let James do all the work. Typical.

James had no problem with that. It was something to do other than sit quietly and listen to lies about himself from people who didn’t deserve to be in his life to begin with.

James made a point of looking at no one as he took the stand. The judge asked him to swear that he would tell only the truth.

“Of course,” he replied instantly.

“You have to say the actual words,” the judge corrected.

“I swear,” James said ceremoniously, barely able to keep a straight face. These people were over the top.

Bert, as his lawyer, stood up and said, “Mr. Arnold, would you be so kind as to tell us a little about yourself."

James indulged, speaking briefly about his life, job, and accomplishments. It was basically a repeat of everything he'd said to Helen beforehand, but the Cliff’s Notes version.

"I was born in Boston to very loving parents. I experienced a pretty normal childhood and was blessed in that my parents had the means to provide me with a slightly more carefree life than my peers. My parents believed in preparing me for life and valued education above all else, so I attended the best private schools and graduated from Harvard. Sadly, my father passed away shortly after that. I inherited his company, but I didn't want to continue walking in his footsteps. I wanted to make my own mark in the world." He paused for a moment to collect his thoughts. "As you can imagine, his death had a significant impact on my life. It has been my driving force ever since because I want to make my father proud of my accomplishments..."

He spoke for about five minutes until he reached the present day. "And on Monday, after finalizing a deal with Global Techs, I wound up on a list of most successful billionaires," he concluded his narrative.

"Thank you for sharing all that with us, Mr. Arnold," Bert said, sitting down.

That was it? James wondered. He hadn’t asked anything remotely significant. And then he saw Helen stand.

Helen came to stand in front of him, looking very professional. Only then did he notice she'd dressed for the part. She was in a suit that screamed lawyer, not complementary to her skin tone but better than her usual jeans-and-T-shirt combo.

"Mr. Arnold, you mentioned that your father passed away. Could you tell us more about it?" she asked jumping right to it.

James sat a little bit straighter before replying. "As I mentioned before, shortly after I finished college, my father passed away in a car accident. Counselor Bertram Caulfield helped me a great deal during that period of my life, providing me with all the liquor and weed I could possibly need to get through it," James added but didn't entice the reaction he was hoping for.

These people had zero sense of humor.

"Tell us how you met Oliver Rothman."

From my father to Oliver. This girl is all over the place, James noted with a frown.

It was obvious she was nervous because she made mistakes. Even he knew this was no way to do a cross-examination. She needed to have a plan, not just ask random questions hoping one of them would accomplish something.

"I had known about Oliver for quite some time prior to hiring him. He was a rising star, and everyone who was anyone predicted he would be the next Steve Jobs. We met at a charity gala, I forget which one, and eventually, I persuaded him," regrettably, James thought, "to come and work for me by throwing a large amount of money his way," James tried to joke again, with the same results as before.

Nobody laughed.

"What kind of a man was Oliver Rothman?" she questioned.

Weak, whiny, and not worthy of all the praise he received. "Oliver was a brilliant businessman, but not stable," James settled to say.

"Objection, your honor," Helen objected with a raised hand. "The witness is speculating on the deceased’s mental state."

"Sustained. The jury will disregard Mr. Arnold's diagnosis of Mr. Rothman as unstable," Judge Liu replied. Bert said nothing, merely staring at James.

James frowned. "Oliver had a melancholy nature about him," James tried again, noting he would be more careful when choosing his words because the lovely Helen was taking this far too seriously.

"And how did Mr. Rothman pass away?"

"He was involved in a traffic accident."

"Were you with him at the time of his death?"

"No. I believe I saw him for the last time the day before, at a celebratory party. However, at the time of his death, I was away on a business trip. If I recall it correctly, I received a phone call from Bert, who informed me of Oliver's demise."

"Did you two get along?"

"Me and Bert? We're best friends," James replied without missing a beat.

Helen went red in the face. "I meant you and Oliver Rothman. Did the two of you get along?"

He'd understood what she meant the first time around but couldn't resist playing with her a little.

"Yes, we did," James replied.

"Did you ever fight with Oliver?"

"No."

Helen went to her desk to procure a few pieces of paper that she then gave to the judge. "There are witness statements saying the two of you had arguments all the time. Even before you left for the business trip before he died, you were involved in a pretty heated argument," Helen countered.

"Oh, you meant fought as in argued. I misunderstood," James explained. "I thought you meant physically fought."

"So, you did argue with Oliver?" Helen insisted.

James shrugged. "Strong personalities have disagreements. I wouldn't call those arguments. It was merely a partnership in which we both had the right to state our opinion."

"So, the witnesses were correct?" she asked.

It was painful watching her unable to let this go. He'd bested her, and she was still on him like a dog with a bone.

"Correct in saying we disagreed on things? Yes. I suppose they were correct about that," James hedged.

Helen nodded as though she'd accomplished something.

"You were questioned by the police regarding that accident?" she asked a moment later.

"Yes, once I returned from my trip."

"Why do you think you were a person of interest?"

James leaned back in his seat. "I don't know. You'll have to ask the lead detective about his motives," he countered.

James felt mighty proud of himself as Helen questioned him about Oliver and accomplished nothing.

As was expected, she was forced to shift lanes.

"Let's back up a little. Let's talk about your father."

James said nothing to that and waited for her to ask her question.

"Could you tell the court how your father died?"

"He died in a car accident."

"Did you get along with your father?"

"Yes, I looked up to him."

"So, him threatening to disinherit you is proof he loved you?"

James didn't appreciate her tone.

"He never did that," he denied.

"We have witnesses stating that you fought, even on the day of his death.”

Who were the witnesses? Who had overheard? She was bluffing; she had to be. "My father was strong, and a stubborn man at times. And to get what he wanted, he was known to resort to such tactics; however, I knew he would never go through it," James tried to explain.

"Only because he died," Helen commented. "Sorry, your honor, I withdraw that statement."

"The jury will disregard the prosecution's last statement."

"Two deaths in your life that occurred in the same way," Helen observed.

"Was there a question there?" James countered.

"The witness will keep his comments to himself and only answer questions directly asked by the court, is that understood?"

"Yes, your honor." James shook his head. They were all taking this entirely too seriously.

"It looks to me as though every person who has dared to stand up to you has ended up dead," she commented.

James didn't appreciate her comment, and he wanted to call her out on it, but one look at Judge Liu had him biting his tongue. "You have to admit that two important people, two people you disagreed with, dying in the same manner, looks suspicious."

"Helen, hundreds of people around the country die in traffic accidents every day. I am sure you know people who've died in car accidents as well. I wouldn't say it's that suspicious."

"You will address the prosecutor as Miss Smith," the judge reprimanded.

They all had those stupid fake names for this mock trial, James had forgotten about that for a moment. But then, they were all addressing him by his real name, he thought with a frown. Why was that?

She nodded while checking her notes. "Is it true that cut brakes were the cause of both accidents?" She glanced up at him with daggers in her eyes, daring him to deny it.

"I believe something like that was mentioned by the police regarding Oliver's accident, but my father died because he was driving drunk," he corrected, pleased to finally be able to set the record straight. Because if he tried to speak on his own without waiting for her to ask the question, the judge would reprimand him.

"I have evidence here," she produced yet another piece of paper, "from the Boston Police forensics team that states that the cause of your father's accident, much like Oliver's, was cut brake lines. Someone tampered with both of their cars to make it look like an accident."

James remained silent; his brow furrowed. How had she come by that?

"After hearing about the report, would you like to change your response?" she pressed.

James squirmed in his seat, uncomfortable by that line of questioning. "If you say that report exists, then I suppose you're right," James said reluctantly, unsure where she'd gotten it.

"You were aware of its existence, isn't that true?"

"No. I think Mother tried to shield me from the truth since I was young," he tried to justify.

"You were not that young, Mr. Arnold, because you were questioned by the police," she pointed out.

"I do not recall ever hearing about that forensics report," he insisted, feeling heat creep up his neck. He was lying. He'd known of the report, but he'd thought it had been buried. How had she gotten a hold of it? James couldn't understand how it was possible.

Helen looked at the judge. "I believe this would be a good time for a recess."

Judge Liu nodded. "Very well."

"Thank you, Mr. Arnold. We will continue after lunch," Helen said calmly and professionally.

James was fuming. She brought that shit up and then asked for a recess? Why the hell would she do that?

"We'll take an hour recess for lunch and meet back here to continue. Dismissed," Judge Liu said with a bang of his gavel. James was shaking from head to toe. What was going on here? What kind of sick questions were those? He wanted to demand explanations. However, after a moment, a feeling of relief washed over him. For a moment there this mock trial had felt too fucking real.
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James was rattled by how this mock trial was playing out. He hadn't expected Helen to have so much information. Once their recess started, he went straight to her. She was surrounded by other people who were congratulating her for a job well done. It was a job well done that she'd humiliated him in such a manner. These people were sick. That only made him grit his teeth harder.

"I need to speak with you." It was a command, not a request.

She nodded and they retreated to the corner of the room. James would have preferred if they'd left altogether, but Helen stayed put.

"What the hell was that?" he snapped.

"What do you mean?"

"This was not what we agreed upon."

"It wouldn't be a very fun game if it was all scripted," she pointed out, doe-eyed, as though not understanding why he was so upset.

"You ambushed me."

"I was merely laying out the foundation for Oliver's murder, as we discussed. I just had to be a little creative to establish guilt," she explained.

Although what she was saying made perfect sense, he still didn't like it.

"Yeah, you were very creative," he rebelled. "However, next time, a heads-up would be nice."

"I'm just trying to make it more authentic for the people watching," she defended.

James saw Bert passing beside them and realized he had a bone to pick with him as well. Helen possessed too much information, and he was sure that was thanks to Bert. God knew what else he'd shared with the girl to make the game more entertaining.

"Excuse me," he said to Helen dismissively, storming toward his friend.

"What the hell was that, Bert?" James snapped at his so-called lawyer.

After the initial mental state wore off, James realized what had happened. He'd been humiliated thanks to Bert, which made him furious. So, he dragged his friend to a semi-private room so they could discuss it.

"You let her railroad me," he fumed.

"I had to let her bring everything out in the open," Bert countered, which only infuriated him further.

"And you didn't try even once to stop her." He knew lawyers had the right to object to the question, or the tone, or whatever, but Bert hadn't exercised that right.

"It would look suspicious if I started objecting to her every word. It's better this way. You did well on the stand."

"No thanks to you. She ambushed me with all those questions," James complained.

If Bert's defense strategy was to sit there and let Helen do whatever she pleased, then James wasn't happy about it.

"Helen is a young woman who is trying to prove herself," Bert pointed out. "We can't blame her for getting creative with this case, James. It's not a real trial."

James could blame her, and he was going to. He didn't give a crap about the game, and he was of the mind to stop it altogether because he didn't like how it made him feel.

It was on the tip of his tongue to share his thoughts, but Bert would accuse him of being a pussy, and that was something he couldn't allow. James would not cower because of some girl. He would handle everything head-on like always.

"I don't blame her; I blame you," James snapped.

"What for?"

"For using personal knowledge about me against me. You told her things you shouldn't have, Bert. I can't believe you would stoop so low, to get into this girl's pants."

"What are you talking about?" He had the audacity to look upset.

"You only want Helen to win so you can fuck her," James accused.

"That's ridiculous," Bert defended.

"Then explain to me why you did it. Why would you tell her personal things about me?" James challenged, knowing he'd cornered him.

"What personal knowledge are you talking about?" He still dared to play dumb.

"About my father, for one thing," James boomed, outraged. "Tell me, what else did you blabber to her?"

"I didn't blabber about anything," Bert snapped. "I told her only the basics and clarified a few things that you failed to explain so she could better prepare for the case."

"How convenient she asked you and not me," James mocked.

"You only have yourself to thank that she doesn't have a very high opinion of you," Bert threw in his face.

James knew that wasn't true. Bert had tried turning Helen against him, but he'd repaired that damage. This is his way of getting back at me, James realized.

"And what about the rest? What did you tell your friends?" James moved on and decided to brush Bert's last remark off because it was of no importance.

"My friends?" Bert parroted.

"Yes, what did you tell them about me?" Because they had all looked at James as though they hated him.

His first thought was that they were jealous of him because he was better than them in every regard. It was obvious he was smarter. He was more successful than all of them combined. He had more money than them, and not to mention, he looked better.

As he mentioned before, he believed they didn't like him because they were petty souls, but now he wasn't so sure. If Bert lied about him to Helen to get on her good side, then it was safe to assume he had done the same thing with his friends.

Bert looked him in the eye and sighed. "I think all the whiskey you drank this week is making you paranoid."

"And I think you are too big of a coward to tell me the truth," James spat.

"You know what? I’m not doing this with you anymore. If you want to leave, leave. If you don't want to participate in the trial, then don't. I don't fucking care."

James was about to say how Bert had finally said something that made sense when he realized that the bastard was trying to use reverse psychology. Didn't he know by now that that shit didn't work on him?

Of course, Bert wanted him to quit because then James would be the bad guy who ruined Helen's first mock trial, and then he would swoop in to comfort her, and fuck her.

Not a chance, buddy.

Without further discussion, James stormed off to get something to eat. He also drank a couple of whiskeys, but nothing too excessive, and after putting some food into his stomach to soak that up, he would be good as new.

Bert was the last person on the planet who should lecture somebody else about alcohol intake. He was the walking, talking poster boy for alcohol abuse. A functional alcoholic, for crying out loud. And he has the audacity to tell me I drank too much. Ridiculous. James was not the one with the problem.

Bert had had a serious problem for years; James had just turned a blind eye to Bert's problem because he realized early on that Bert worked better when he was a bit sloshed.

However, if Bert tried to reprimand him again because he'd decided to indulge while trapped on this stupid mountain, he would tell him to look in the mirror.

James didn't need that type of crutch. He knew how to handle things in his life, good and bad, without having to drink himself to sleep. Bert was weak. He always had been. James tolerated it because Bert was a good attorney, but maybe it was time to find a new one. It wasn't like what Bert did was that hard or impressive. It wasn't like he had to run the company.

Maybe that was the root of his resentment, James realized. Bert had finally realized that no matter how much he tried, he would never be as good as James. But that wasn't James’ problem, and he refused to tolerate Bert's strange behavior and unnecessary outbursts just because he was unhappy with his life.

James found a secluded place where he could eat alone in peace while pondering his next course of action. He would continue with the mock trial; there was no doubt about that. He wouldn’t allow Bert to be right, and to use that as proof in support of his lies.

James merely had to figure out the best approach. He would have to be on guard and not allow Helen to ambush him again.

Perhaps there was something to be learned from the other two cases, he mused. Yet no matter how much he tried to think about those, his thoughts returned to his trial. What the fuck happened in there?

Things unquestionably hadn’t gone in the direction he'd imagined. This trial also felt different than the previous two. The atmosphere had always been serious, but now, it felt grave as well.

Then again, perhaps his perspective had shifted because this trial was about him. It was personal, he tried to rationalize. He didn’t give a flying fuck about those other men on trial, but he cared very much when they talked about him, presented evidence against him, and tried to entrap him.

Helen's approach was too aggressive. That was the core of the problem, and he didn't like it one bit. He also didn't like how prepared she was to grill him. She had done her homework. She knew more than she’d let on during his pretrial interview.

It was obvious Bert had filled her in regarding some things, but the rest she had researched on her own.

Why didn't she ask me? He would have explained everything if she had and told her the truth. Nonetheless, she chose to listen to filth from the Internet. He grumbled. Although he could agree it was more entertaining like this — to others, not to him — the betrayal still hurt.

How had she found out about all those things? She must have Googled everything on her phone. But the forensic report on his father's car couldn't have been on there. … How had she come by it? She had probably read all kinds of shit about him online. Maybe there was some sort of speculation about his dad's accident on there as well.

Once he had reached a certain level of success, many had appeared in his life, trying to bring him down, and writing smut about him because they were petty, jealous souls who couldn't stand being so mediocre. The only way they could live with themselves was to bring everybody down to their level. That was what was happening to him, and he would have explained that to Helen if she had only asked. But she hadn’t.

James tried not to be bothered. He tried not to think about it much, and live his life, but that was not always easy.

He was no idiot. He knew there were a lot of haters in the world who would like nothing more than to bring him down and see him defeated. They got their fifteen minutes of fame by speaking ill of him.

James could still remember the first time it happened to him. When his father died. People he'd never met appeared on TV to give interviews about his relationship with his father. It was as sad as it was disgusting, and it created everlasting hatred in him for that kind of person. James had been at war with those people ever since.

He'd sued a bunch of them; magazines as well. He'd won some, he'd lost some, but they still came at him with the same intensity. It was a nuisance, but he’d accepted that as part of his life.

Nowadays, he tried to ignore most of it and reacted only if they crossed the line because life was easier that way. If he was wasting his energy on those lowlifes, that meant he wasn't making money, he wasn't doing what he did best, creating something from nothing, and that was unacceptable.

Nevertheless, just because he'd learned to look at things that way, didn't mean Helen was of the same mind. What if she believes everything she reads?

James could only imagine the things she discovered with just one Google search of him, while she was spying on him, especially if she was intentionally looking for dirt. If she’d read everything about him, all of the crazy conspiracy theories, there was a possibility she would believe all of it was true.

She was young and very impressionable. If Bert and Chase had poisoned her mind against him once, hundreds of fake articles could do the same job, and that meant she wouldn't want to sleep with him.

Based on her performance in the mock courtroom, James realized something like that had already happened. All the progress he'd made had been undone by some cheap clickbait articles.

Fuck.

He didn't know what to do next. If Helen was out of the picture, there was no point in returning to the mock courtroom and going through with that torturous trial. At the same time, it was his last chance to defend his honor and show her he wasn't the devil the Internet made him out to be.

While on the stand, he would get a chance to tell his side of the story, and if she had any brains, she would recognize the truth. She would recognize that the winners were those who wrote history, and they were the only worthy ones, not the weaklings who cried over their sad destinies and resorted to such unsavory tactics.
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James didn't want to return to the mock courtroom after recess was over, especially since it looked like Helen had been poisoned against him once again, and he didn't want to be forced to work that hard to get laid. He was sure she was bad at it, anyway.

He felt like he didn't have a choice. He had to finish what he'd started. He didn't want these people, Bert's friends, to know they'd gotten to him. He didn't want to give Bert the satisfaction of thinking he'd won. Despite everything, he also didn't want Helen to think what she'd read online about him was the truth, which was why he entered the mock courtroom with his head raised high and a drink in his hand.

He would show her she'd made a mistake by thinking the worst of him. He would forgive her error in judgment, likely due to her age, especially if her apology included sucking his dick.

The judge eyed James' drink, and for a split second, James wondered if he'd made a mistake by not bringing one to him. But a stuck-up prick like the judge wouldn't appreciate such a gesture. Although this was a fake trial, they all treated it as if it were real, which was as concerning as it was tragic. These people needed a life; practicing law had ruined them.

James smiled apologetically. "I hope the court will indulge me in this one small thing," he said ceremoniously. "My throat easily gets dry."

"And you need whiskey to lubricate it?" Bert said under his breath next to him.

James ignored him, looking at the judge.

Judge Liu nodded, and James raised his glass and saluted the judge in response, taking a little sip.

Two could play this game. Not realizing the hidden potential of this mock trial, James merrily reacted to what was happening around him so far. That was a mistake. He was going to use this game to his advantage like he used everything else in his life. By the end, they were all going to be eating from his hand whatever he served them.

He had been taken by surprise when this started, but now, he knew what to expect and would be ready. Besides, Helen had already asked all the personal, embarrassing questions. With those out of the way, this whole thing would be a breeze, and James was sure he would get a not-guilty verdict.

They would have no choice but to declare him innocent because there was no proof against him. It was as simple as that.

It didn't matter that Bert wasn't lifting a finger to help him. James expected that from that traitor. It didn't matter. James would win on his own, like always.

To his surprise, Helen returned with more questions and asked him once again to take the stand.

"I have a few more questions for you, Mr. Arnold."

"Fire away; I’m an open book," James replied while he played with his glass. He should have ordered a double.

"Before the break, we spoke a little about Oliver Rothman and your relationship with him. And we brushed over the fact that your father passed away in a similar manner," she recalled, as though he could forget what had happened an hour ago. Even if it wasn't such an unpleasant event, his memory wasn't that short. It was insulting that she felt the need to remind him.

Also, he wouldn't call what happened when she discussed his father “brushing over”, but he didn't feel like pointing that out.

"I remember," he replied with a smile. "I am not so old to forget what happened an hour ago," he added lightly. It was a good thing he was used to nobody laughing at his jokes.

As Helen spoke, James tried to discover how she felt. Was she thoroughly repulsed? Did she think of him as terrible, or had he charmed her enough during their interview to not be swayed by what she'd read online? He couldn't say for sure.

In those moments, she was a lawyer, serious, professional, highly motivated, and prepared, not some hot chick he was trying to fuck, which complicated things for him.

He was sure this would be a far more enjoyable experience for him if Helen wasn't trying so hard to impress her superiors, especially Melanie. She was Melanie’s intern and wanted to show off.

"I would like to continue speaking about your father." Helen's words snapped him from his thoughts.

And I would like you to sit in my lap, and jump right on my dick, hard, but here we are. "What about my father?" James asked, sitting a little bit straighter.

"Was Samuel Arnold a good father?"

"He was the only father I had, so it's not like I have someone else to compare him with," James countered, intentionally trying to be difficult. He didn't care for this line of questioning and wanted her to know that. If she wanted to learn anything from him, she would have to work for it, hard.

"Do you think he was a good father?" Helen tried again, and by the way that she looked at him, he knew she was not pleased.

He wasn't pleased with her either, so in his mind, that made them equal.

"I did," James replied.

"Didn't you state he was very firm with you?" she challenged.

"He was," James nodded, "and I suppose that while I was younger, I even believed that he was too firm at times. But my notions about my father, and about our relationship, changed over the years, especially once I matured."

"In what regard?"

"I know now that he was merely trying to teach me about the world of business and prepare me for the hardships that would bring. I am who I am today thanks to my father."

James didn't believe that. Everything he was, and everything he’d achieved was his doing and his alone, but he understood this was a spectacle, so he was playing the part that was expected of him.

"Are you suggesting there was a time you thought differently?"

"As I said before, I thought he was too strict with me when I was a child," James repeated.

"Did you resent him for that?"

"Perhaps at the time," James allowed.

"Was the resentment big enough to kill?"

"Excuse me?" James snapped with a frown.

Helen smiled politely before asking another question. "Let's move on. What was the relationship between you and your father?"

James felt off-balance. "Normal, as was to be expected between a father and son."

"So, in other words, you are testifying that the two of you got along."

Was that the point he was trying to make?

"We did," he agreed. Especially once he passed away, he almost chuckled.

"You never fought?" Helen challenged.

James made a face. "What son doesn't fight with his father? Especially at a young age, when every man wants to prove himself. That's a rite of passage if you ask me."

"So, you did fight," Helen summed it up again.

"In a manner of speaking."

"Yes or no, Mr. Arnold," Helen insisted.

James sighed. She was making a fool of herself, lingering on such unimportant details. He'd already answered that.

"Yes," he answered reluctantly.

"Mr. Arnold, you just testified that you and your father got along, and now you are saying you fought. What I'm asking is which one is it?" she challenged.

She looked very sexy while trying to appear stern and professional. Too bad she was so gullible. Then again, if Bert had poisoned her so easily against him, James could change her mind back just as easily.

After this was over, he would ask her for a celebratory dinner. He would pretend that he had invited everyone to his suite and would act surprised when nobody else showed. And once he had her all to himself, she wouldn't be able to resist him. She would say yes to him, like all the rest had.

"Mr. Arnold, I need you to answer me," Helen said in a slightly stricter manner since he’d failed to reply, too lost in his thoughts for a moment.

James cleared his throat to buy himself a moment longer before responding. "Both are correct," he insisted. "We got along, and we argued on occasion, but no matter what, I know my father loved me."

"Was one of those occasions you fought on the day of his death?"

"I don't recall."

"Were you the last person to see him alive?"

"I don't recall."

"You were questioned by the police regarding his accident, were you not?"

"Yes, I was."

"Did they think you killed him?"

James looked at Bert. Wasn't this the perfect opportunity for him to object? Bert did nothing.

"I had nothing to do with my father's death," James insisted.

Helen smirked, and he wondered what that meant. But then she said, "Your parents were divorced?"

That was an abrupt change of subject.

"Yes, they divorced when I was ten years old," he provided sensing that would be her next question.

"So, you were old enough to understand what that meant?"

"Yes," he replied, not seeing where she was going with all of this.

"Do you know why they decided to end their marriage?"

"That was a personal matter between my parents," he replied sternly, giving her a look that suggested she should move on to a different line of questioning.

Unfortunately, she didn't catch on. "You must have had an inkling."

"As I said, that was their matter. I didn't get involved."

"Is it true that you were the reason their marriage ended?" she jibed.

He was livid. How dare she ask something like that? He had half a mind to stand up and leave the room. His ass remained glued to his chair.

"Did you hear me, Mr. Arnold? Were you the reason your parents divorced?"

"I heard you; I just don't understand how you came up with that preposterous idea."

That must be one of the speculations she'd read online, written by so-called journalists. More like vultures, unscrupulous bottom feeders who wrote all kinds of lies to boost sales. That was despicable.

"Just answer the question," she insisted.

"I refuse to dignify that with a reply," James said looking away.

He could hear the commotion in the crowd, and he hoped that meant they, too, were displeased that she was harassing him in such a manner.

Helen complained to the judge. "Your honor?"

Bert did not defend him.

"Mr. Arnold, this court demands you to answer all the questions asked by the prosecutor."

"I did, she just didn't like my answer," he tried to justify himself.

"Mr. Arnold, I’m warning you," the judge said sternly.

James nodded.

"Well?" she prompted.

"I forgot the question," James deadpanned.

Helen pursed her lips. "Your parents divorced because of you, yes, or no?"

"No," James denied.

"Isn't it true your mother believed you needed therapy because you were showing traits of undesirable behavior?" she asked next, unwilling to let this go.

Traits of undesirable behavior. That was the phrase his mother used when describing him.

Had Helen spoken with his mother? Is that how she knew all these things? He had a moment of panic that he immediately dismissed. His mother was many things, but first and foremost she was a lady, and she would never speak with a stranger about him.

"I don’t recall," he replied knowing he was expected to answer.

"You don't recall your mother insisting you needed therapy?"

"Perhaps I have a vague understanding of it," he hedged. He feared she would provide some piece of paper stating otherwise, so he decided to choose his answers more carefully.

"And your father was against it?"

"Sure."

"So, you were the source of friction between your parents."

"I'm sure that, like many married couples, they fought about a lot of things."

"Did you witness any of those fights?"

Only the ones about James. Especially the one where his mother called him a psychopath. "I don't recall. I was young. I had better things to do than spy on my parents."

"Were you ever in a session with Dr. Johanbauer?" she asked.

James gritted his teeth. He was tired of these stupid questions. What did that doctor have to do with anything? He had agreed to a mock trial about killing Oliver, not to speak about his parents, why they divorced, or how they threatened him when he was little.

"No?"

"Are you sure?" she insisted.

"I don't remember anyone by that name," he replied.

Helen waved a piece of paper in the air.

Fuck.

"I have a written statement from Dr. Johanbauer testifying about an evaluation he conducted in your home when you were ten."

James nodded reluctantly. "I remember my mother sending me into the library to speak with someone, but I don’t recall his name."

"Why?"

"Excuse me?"

"Let me clarify. Why did you speak with Dr. Johanbauer?"

James gritted his teeth. "Because my mother insisted that I speak to him."

"Do you remember why?"

James didn't want to answer that but knew he didn't have a choice. Besides this way, he could control the narrative. If he played dumb, Helen could twist what happened to her advantage. And he couldn't allow her to do that.

"Because I had no friends growing up," he added reluctantly.

"Anything else?"

"No."

"She wanted you to speak with a professional because your family pets kept disappearing, and she suspected you had something to do with it, isn't that true?"

Where had she gotten all that? James wondered as his levels of uneasiness started to turn into something else. Fear. He hated how exposed she made him feel.

"I do not recall the specifics," he insisted.

"Did you torment and kill your family pets, Mr. Arnold?"

"Absolutely not."

"Were you ever diagnosed with a disorder?"

"No."

"Have you ever been to therapy?"

"No."

"Have you ever resented your mother for making you go through that experience with Dr. Johanbauer?"

"At times," James replied honestly.

"What about your father?"

"Why would I resent him? He defended me. He stood by my side when my mother left. I harbor nothing but love and respect for my father," James insisted. He was sticking to the truth, as closely as possible because he couldn't bear the humiliation of being caught in another lie.

“And yet, you still killed him."

"What did you just say to me?" he snapped.

"I withdraw my last remark."

"The jury will disregard the prosecutor's last remark."

He had no idea who had told Helen all those things about him and his childhood, but he would find out. And then that person was going to pay. Greatly.
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Helen continued to grill him, asking uncomfortable questions about his personal life, and James continued answering, coming as close to the truth as he needed.

He was downright furious, among other things. He felt used and abused. This trial wasn't supposed to unravel like this. He was promised one thing; this was something else entirely. And he would love nothing more than to storm out of there, but Helen's questions, so razor-sharp and precise, were what kept him seated.

It bothered him that he was nothing but a circus act to these people. He was being used for the entertainment of these freaks, and he hated it. On some level, he understood this was happening because they were all jealous of him and his success, but it still bothered him to be so deeply exposed and humiliated just so they could have a good time. There should be a law against things like that. Then again, he had volunteered to participate, which was a mistake that had already cost him greatly.

On one hand, he didn't care what these people thought of him. However, he did care about his personal information, his most intimate memories from childhood, being used in such a manner. That was unacceptable, and he was going to get his revenge because if he was forced to suffer, then all those around him would be forced to suffer as well. No matter what, he would restore his dignity.

James felt relief when the agony ended. He immediately got out of his seat and started walking away without saying anything to anyone. Helen stood in his path to the door as though wishing to speak with him, but he walked past her as though she didn't exist.

It was perfect timing when the judge called it quits for the day because James was ready to explode. He felt too raw, too exposed to be surrounded by people. Especially those people who created this mock trial experience to torture him.

They’d done this to him on purpose. They’d conspired to humiliate him. And that was not his paranoia speaking, it was a fact.

Helen, as a prosecutor, was too prepared for him, which meant she had help from someone far more experienced. And James was sure Melanie had helped the girl. She hated him because he didn't consider her a decent lay and hadn’t agreed with her during the previous trials. That was enough for any woman to hold a grudge.

James decided to get thoroughly drunk that night to try and forget today had happened. Bert would say drunker since he wasn't sober to begin with, but fuck Bert. He didn't want anything to do with that traitor.

James was a man on a mission. He was going to anesthetize himself to forget what happened during that fake trial. So he could forget how sitting on that chair and answering all those questions made him feel.

Would a real trial look like that? Feel like that? The thought filled him with fear. He attempted to push away the thought, but the emotion behind it remained. James couldn't shake it, and he hated feeling like that. It reminded him of when he was a child and constantly afraid of his parents and what they would do to him if they only knew the truth.

Stop it. He forced himself to clear his mind. He was overreacting because that was what happened when he was this raw and exposed. But none of it was real.

The trial is not real, he kept reminding himself. It is not real. So it should not bother him what was said about him and what he had been forced to share.

Unfortunately, none of the mantras or rationalizations worked, and the fear that consumed his body persisted. It just would not go away no matter how hard James tried to shove it into the deep, dark corners of his being where it belonged.

And then he realized something profoundly troubling. Perhaps on some primal level, that feeling had always been present within him. So present that he'd gotten used to it, and learned to live with it, and in a way had forgotten it was there.

He knew it was foolish to feel the way he did, but no matter how infuriating that was, it was out of his control. There was no switch he could flip to regulate this feeling, although that would be nice.

James chastised himself for getting so riled up over nothing. None of this is happening in real life, he reminded himself. I am untouchable, he muttered to himself on his way back to his suite.

No actual court would ever be able to convict him because he wasn't a suspect anymore, and there was no evidence against him to begin with. There was nothing that could tie him to what happened to Oliver, to his father, or whomever.

Ever since he was a kid and his mother caught him doing something he shouldn't have been doing — although in his defense he hadn’t perceived it as bad — he’d learned to cover his tracks. Always.

Just like that son in the mock trial that they did earlier, Mr. D., James would never see a day in court because he was beyond the reach of all the laws of men. He was beyond rich, beyond powerful, and beyond influential. Some would say privileged, and James would agree.

And so what? That would be his response. He was privileged, and he had every right to be. He had earned that privilege by doing what he did and being what he was. He’d fought hard for that fucking privilege, and he would cling to it until his dying breath.

And that privilege meant he was untouchable by the law. He could do whatever the fuck he wanted and get away with it, as long as he was discreet. That was the key. He'd learned that from the politicians. Those guys knew how to get away with anything and everything. Scandals slid off them as though they were made from Teflon.

They knew how to get away with murder. He chuckled at the joke as he entered his suite. The key to everything was discretion and a lot of cash. As long it was hidden from the public eye — from the poor — the rules didn't apply to those like him. Only when the poor learned things they shouldn't and started rising and organizing angry mobs did sacrifices need to be made.

Even then, most of them got merely a slap on the wrist and not an actual punishment, because the rules didn't apply to everybody in the same manner. They weren't all made equal. Some were better in every way. Some were superior.

James learned that at a very young age, even before he knew how to articulate it properly. Just like he knew he was at the top of the food chain. That knowledge was something that resided inside of him since he became self-aware. He was the one percent of the fucking one percent, which meant that in much simpler times, others would worship him almost as a god.

"I am at the top of the food chain, and I deserve respect," he muttered while going straight to bed.

James didn't so much lay in bed as fell face-down onto it. He had just enough strength to roll over so he was lying on his back, staring at the ceiling. He had gotten himself properly drunk. Unfortunately, not even that had calmed the raging storm inside of him, although it had created a nice buzz, at least in the beginning. The best part was that traitorous bastard Bert hadn’t come to annoy him or lecture him on his drinking. It was a sad day when an alcoholic lectured others on alcohol intake.

The best part was that James was left to his devices, unbothered by other people, which was precisely what he’d needed tonight. They'd already gotten too much of him during that trial, those fucking vultures, and he would be damned if he allowed them to get any more pieces of him.

The room was spinning. That was not the feature he requested when he made the booking. Then he remembered he hadn’t booked the room. That honor belonged to Eric.

He’s fired, James grumbled as he watched everything around him spin round and round, and not in a good way.

He wanted it to stop.

"I demand you stop spinning," he said in a commanding voice that only the thoroughly drunk could master, threatening with his index finger. Alas, nothing changed.

Bert was to blame for James’ overindulgence. He'd dragged him to this hell hole. And then the snow had started falling, preventing him from fucking leaving. Of course, he drank. He needed that to remain sane.

And Helen was to blame his compulsion to drink an entire bottle of whiskey and then some. Her intrusive questions. With her fucking questions, she’d stirred some shit in him that he very much liked dormant. How had she known all that? he thought with trepidation.

Fucking Internet, he grumbled. Because of it, Helen had learned all those ugly things about him. Because of it, he would not get a chance to sleep with her. That stupid cunt was dumb for believing everything she read, and for believing Bert. Bert had put all kinds of things inside her head, poisoned her against him so she wouldn't want to sleep with him. All because that bastard was jealous. All because Bert couldn't stand James winning at everything.

I’ve tolerated him for far too long.

He’d tolerated Bert out of some misplaced sense of loyalty, but that would stop today. Perhaps it was time to finally put a stop to that so-called friendship. I should fire his ass, especially after the shit he pulled today. Bert had just sat there, like a tailor's dummy, watching as Helen grilled James. Bert watched what was going on and marveled as James was humiliated on the stand.

That was something James couldn't forgive and forget. It wasn't something he could move on from as though it didn't happen. And although the bastard had denied everything, James was sure Bert was the one who’d told Helen where all the bodies were buried or had at least nudged her in the right direction for her to find them herself.

Naturally, James was speaking metaphorically. He hadn’t buried any bodies. He was no gravedigger, he chuckled.

And what was up with that? He knew he was funny, but nobody laughed at his jokes here. When he was back home, everyone in the company always laughed no matter what he said, so he knew he had a sense of humor.

That was another problem: These stuck-ups had no sense of humor. They were as dry as they were boring, which was just one of the many reasons they hated him. They wished they could be more like him and couldn't. Even Bert. Especially Bert.

And then his phone started ringing.

He thought he was imagining it at first, but once it persisted, and his pocket vibrated like crazy, he decided it must be real.

Who the fuck was calling him in the middle of the night? He grumbled as he tried to fish his phone from his pants pocket. It was a tight fit, so it took some acrobatics. And in his state, that right there felt like an Olympic discipline. He had done it and felt pretty accomplished.

Unfortunately, nobody was there to witness his skills. Helen isn’t here, he thought, frowning. Lovely Helen.

Sneaky, cunty Helen.

He focused on the flashing screen. This person was certainly determined to speak with him, but before he had a chance to formulate a thought that the call might be important, that Eric was calling because something business-wise needed handling, he read his mother's name on the screen.

Her again? What the fuck was going on with her constantly calling him? He couldn’t figure it out. She hadn’t wanted anything to do with him for years, and now she wouldn't leave him alone. It was insane. In his state, he didn't particularly care why she was acting the way she did.

For some reason, he forced himself to sit up straight before he answered. That movement somehow had him falling out of bed, landing butt-first on the floor.

The phone kept ringing, his mother refusing to be ignored. It figures, he thought. This was the perfect ending to a very shitty day.

This was how a day like this, one full of pain and humiliation, should end, with his mother plunging the knife even deeper.
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James eventually answered the call.

"Are you finally ready to tell me what is going on?" he demanded.

He skipped all the usual pleasantries — not that he indulged in those that frequently — and went straight to what bugged him the most. There was a slight chance that his intoxication was making him say things he normally wouldn't. He didn’t care.

"What do you mean?" his mother replied, sounding startled and surprised.

He was sure this was all an act. She liked to play the wounded party when interacting with him. She was always the victim, and he was the bad guy. He supposed he’d inherited that role from his father.

I am not my father, damn it, he felt like shouting.

"You know perfectly well what I mean," he mocked. "We haven't talked in months, which has been a pattern since I was a kid, and now you won't leave me alone."

"I won't leave you alone? You make it sound as though I am harassing you," she complained in a manner only she could master.

James gritted his teeth. "I'm sorry, Mother; however, you've been calling me non-stop, and I'm eager to learn why."

For someone who was extremely inebriated, his diction was immaculate. That always happened when he was drunk. His Harvard training showing off for some reason.

"Why are you calling me day and night, asking about me about my life? What the hell! You've never been this interested in my life!" he shouted a bit, not out of anger but exasperation.

That cheap whiskey the resort was trying to pass off as the expensive one was bringing out the worst in him.

“Please, James, don’t speak to me in such a manner,” she complained.

Why are we speaking at all? He felt like shouting at the top of his lungs and barely stopped himself from doing it.

"Are you dying?" he blurted out. He couldn't stop every thought that came to mind from spilling out. Win some, lose some.

There was a pause on the other end. James frowned. Why was she hesitant to answer? Had he guessed it right? Was she dying? Was that what brought this sudden motherly instinct forward? She was all alone and dying and all of a sudden remembered she had a son?

Someone to take care of her while she withered away.

Yeah, right.

"Answer me," he pressed.

"I guess you can say that, in a way," she replied eventually.

James made a face although she couldn't see him.

What the fuck was that supposed to mean? Dying, but just kind of? It made no sense to him. Rarely anything made sense to him where his mother was concerned. The woman was a basket case, which was ironic considering she fought so hard to make him go to therapy.

"Care to explain?" he urged.

James was sure his mother was about to tell him that she had cancer. There was no other explanation. She had cancer and with some extreme treatment, there was a chance she could survive. Maybe.

"Well, as you know, I am not getting any younger," she started to speak breaking his train of thought. "And when you come to a certain age, you start thinking about your life, and subsequently, about death."

He was stunned. What kind of a reply was that? Was she dying or not? Was she sick or merely having a midlife crisis?

"Do you have cancer?" he asked again, needing to make sure he was understanding her correctly. His brain was soaked in whiskey, but it still functioned perfectly. It was just that his inhibitions were lowered.

"Why do you keep asking me that?" she countered.

Because she was behaving all kinds of weird. And it was infuriating that she was incapable of giving him a straight answer.

"Because I am trying to understand what is going on," he replied honestly.

"I'm not sick, James," she reassured with a substantial amount of indignation. "I am merely contemplating my life. Your life."

James slapped himself across the forehead. He should have known nothing was wrong with her. She was just being her usual self and seeking attention when she felt like it.

"Are you fucking kidding me?" James snapped, not able to help himself. "Are you telling me you have been bothering me this whole time because of a midlife crisis?" he accused.

He couldn't believe it, but it fit her perfectly. That was his mother.

"Don't be rude, James," she snapped.

"You act all weird, making me think you are dying, and I’m the rude one?" he pointed out.

To his surprise, his mother started crying.

He shut down for a moment. Oh, for crying out loud, he thought in exasperation once he recovered. He had no idea how to handle that. He never did.

"Mom?"

She said nothing but continued to sob into his ear.

James closed his eyes. For fuck's sake. What was he supposed to do now? Apologize? Why? He hadn’t done anything wrong.

Not that that had mattered in the past.

"Mom?" he tried again. “Talk to me."

"I’m fine," she tried to reassure him between the sobs. "And I know I am to blame for our strained relationship."

That kind of admittance had such an impact on him, he felt as though all the alcohol evaporated from his system, and he was sober.

Had his mother honestly just said that, or had he imagined it? James felt like pinching himself to make sure he was still awake and conscious. He wished he'd recorded the call.

"What brought all of this on tonight?" James asked in a much softer tone.

"One of my dear friends died recently, and I — it got me thinking..." She paused to sniffle. "I don't want our last conversation to be full of resentment. I don't want you harboring all these bad feelings toward me."

James shook his head. Once again, this was all about her. She was selfish to the core. It was a miracle James hadn’t turned out the same. Then again, it wasn't like she was around much, so perhaps that was a blessing in disguise.

"This isn't our last conversation," he comforted, not sure why. If somebody had told him a few days ago that he would be comforting his mother as she cried, he would call that person crazy, yet here he was.

"You never know," his mother insisted. "Things like that are up to God."

"Up to God," he mimicked while making a face. He had no idea his mother had turned to religion. Then again, considering all the other crap she believed in, having faith in God didn't seem so far-fetched.

"Are you mocking me?"

"Of course not," he replied.

"Either way, I don't want to leave this earth with so many unresolved issues between us pressing on my soul," she said theatrically.

His mother had a flair for the dramatic. She would have made an excellent actress.

“What are you talking about?” he asked, confused. “What unresolved issues?"

"For one, the fact that my son hates me," she confessed.

"I do not hate you." Much. Besides, he was sure it was the other way around.

"And there's your father, of course," she continued as though he’d said nothing.

"What about Father?" he asked, although he could sense he wouldn't like her answer.

"Well, even though we divorced, I never stopped loving him."

Or his money.

"Then why did you? Divorce, I mean." James was sure the only reason he asked that was because that same question was raised today during the mock trial.

Why did you abandon me? was on the tip of his tongue, but he was too big of a coward to utter those words.

"Because sometimes love is not enough. Sometimes what we want isn't enough either because life gets in the way."

That sounded like a bullshit answer, but he decided not to press the issue. The bullshit answer was better than the real answer as far as he was concerned.

"You need to let it go," James said.

They’d divorced, and he had been dead for a long time, so she should move on with her life. James had.

"I can't," she insisted. "I can't stop thinking about him, and the way he died."

Her fascination with death, especially his father's, was alarming.

"This again," he sighed.

"Can you please tell me what happened that day?" she begged.

James felt like banging his head against the wall. It wouldn't solve anything, but at least if he rendered himself unconscious, he could end this conversation.

"We've been over this before. You know what happened," he replied sternly, hoping that this time, his mother would get the message and stop pestering him about his father.

"I wasn't there, but I heard stories."

James frowned. "What kind of stories?"

"I know the two of you were at odds, and that you fought constantly," she replied.

He wondered who’d told her that. He had always suspected she had spies among the help, and this was proof he had been right. It was infuriating to learn the people who worked for his father reported James’ every move to his mother. James was glad he had gotten rid of everybody once his father died. And he paid all the new staff members well, so there was no chance she’d done the same shit with them, which was a small comfort.

"Is there a point?" James countered coldly.

"Did you have anything to do with it?" She finally mustered the courage to ask him point blank.

He knew she’d felt like that. She’d always thought he was a monster, capable of anything, even this, so once she learned his father was killed in an accident she said as much, but they had not discussed it since then.

"Excuse me?"

"Were you involved, James?" she stressed. "Did you do something you shouldn't have?"

He couldn't believe it. His own mother.

"Are you honestly accusing me of killing my father?"

If she thought that, then he needed her to utter those words. No more beating around the bush, no more euphemisms. He wanted to hear it. Hell, I might even need to hear it. So, he could cut all ties with this woman who’d unfortunately brought him into this world.

"James, answer me," she shouted, and there were traces of hysteria in her voice.

James shook his head, although she couldn't see him. "No," he exclaimed.

"James…" she warned.

"For the last time, Mother, I am not responsible for what happened to him. His bad driving and his heavy drinking were what killed him, not me. That kind of tempting fate has a way of catching up to a person."

His mother started crying again. "You're lying to me again, James. I can feel it. I know you’re lying," she accused through her sobs.

Did one of your magic crystals tell you that?

James gritted his teeth. Damn him, and damn his life for being burdened with such parents.

"Mom, stop."

"Ever since you were a little, I knew..."

He frowned. "Knew what?"

"I knew something was wrong with you. I tried getting you help, and he wouldn't let me," she said, although nobody was accusing her of anything.

"What are you talking about?"

"Please, James. I’m begging you, get some help before you end up hurting somebody else. If you haven't already," she pleaded frantically, as though this was a life-or-death situation.

James had had enough. "You know, the only wrong thing in my life is you," he spat. "You were never the mother I deserved."

"I'm sorry," she sobbed.

"I'm not a monster, although you see me as one."

She had accused him of being one his entire life. And he had to admit, if only to himself, wearing that brand his entire life was not easy. It was a constant reminder that in his mother's eyes, he had never been good enough. Not only that, but that he was defective.

"I don't have any problems," he continued passionately, "but you do, because even after all these years, you can't shake your delusions and stop accusing your only son of murder. But let me tell you something — and I hope you’re listening because this is the last time we will talk about this. I’ve never hurt anyone in my life who didn't ask for it," he stressed the words. "I am not the monster. You are the monster, for tormenting me, and for abandoning me."

It felt good to get that load off his chest.

"I'm sorry, James," his mother cried even harder. "I'm sorry I wasn't strong enough to stand up to him and save you. My weakness cost him his life, and you, your soul. I am so sorry."

And with that, she hung up.

James shook his head, looking at the phone. He couldn't remember the last time she’d hung up on him. It was usually the other way around.

I can't believe she did that. Then again, that was his mother, causing havoc whenever and wherever she could.

Crazy bitch...
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James felt like raging after his mother hung up on him. For a split second, he wondered if the call had just dropped and hoped she would call back. When that didn't happen, his anger intensified.

How dare she. And after saying all those things to him? She was the worst mother any man could have.

He’d never experienced the unconditional love that was so praised in movies, books, or anywhere else that depicted a mother's love for her child. His story felt more like a cosmic joke, or more accurately put, a cosmic punishment, because his mother always treated him with cold resentment. Although, he never understood why he was punished in such a way.

He hadn’t done anything wrong, and his mother still treated him as though he was Satan incarnate. He was done with her. After what happened tonight, he would cut all ties and shed any remnants of feelings that lingered. She had been a duty, a burden for most of his life, especially since his father had died, and he never wanted to see her or speak with her again.

She was dead to him as far as he was concerned. James didn't have a mother anymore. If he ever had one to begin with. After all these years, she continued to find fresh ways to torment him. Her image of the day the doctor came to speak with him came to mind.

"I tried to help you," she’d said to him that night, while she looked at him with eyes that were full of fear from a memory made so many years ago.

She was always looking at him. Always trying to find proof for her crazy theories. He felt like he was living in a prison in those days and was relieved when his father divorced her because that meant he could finally be free. At least from her.

His father didn't think anything was wrong with him, so he was able to do what he wanted, explore, grow, and eventually come to his full potential. His father had helped him. Although in the end, he'd failed him too... but that was because his father started to feel threatened by him, because he was jealous of the potential and greatness James possessed.

James shook his head. His father didn't matter, and neither did she. In a way, James was glad it ended up like this because he was no longer burdened by those ridiculous constructs called family. He preferred to be alone, and now, he finally was.

He read someplace that all the great people throughout history had bad parents, and that was somewhat comforting. It was further proof that he was meant to walk alone, so he could achieve all his goals, win at everything, and earn as much money as possible until the day he died.

Unfortunately, despite his little pep talk, he couldn't shake his mother's words. She firmly believed he’d killed his father, and that was worrisome. Had she told anyone else? Knowing how chatty his mother could get after a few margaritas, and how she liked to play a victim, he was worried for good reason.

Had she shared her crazy theories with anyone? That filled him with such intense uneasiness that James felt like standing up. The journey from the floor to a standing position took longer than expected, but he managed. The room spun because he was still drunk, so he abandoned his original plan, and sat on the bed.

What did that crazy bitch do?

James had to stop her from ruining his life. She had done enough damage as it was, so it was time to put an end to it all.

There was nothing he could do about it for the time being. He was still stuck on this damn mountain, powerless… as his mother was potentially ruining everything that he'd built, his good name, and his reputation, with her crazy talk.

What am I going to do?

He was experiencing the same feelings that he had back then, on the day his mother was talking about. The day his father died...

James watched as his father drove away in his favorite car. The mere sound of it, the purr of the engine, felt like his father's continuous berating.

You are a disappointment.

You are a failure.

You are worthless.

Your mother was right about you all along.

James was filled with so much anger and rage that he wanted to scream to the high heavens but remained perfectly still because the key was to let his father think he had the final say.

At the same time, James felt like laughing, but he couldn't do that, either. He just stood there in the driveway, watching his father drive away until he couldn't see him anymore. And then very calmly, he returned to the house. From now on, James vowed that was always going to win against his adversaries.

Within an hour, the police had come knocking on the door to inform him that his father had died in a car accident, and he needed to come with them for a little chat.

James didn't mind that because it meant that he'd won.

His father had called him a disappointment, but James had surpassed his expectations.

His father had called him a failure, but James had succeeded at everything.

His father had called him worthless, but billions of dollars in James’ bank account painted a different picture.

And when his father finally sided with James’ mother, it showed James how powerless and weak that man was. James knew he'd made the right decision to cut all ties to the man because he could learn nothing more from him; his father had surpassed his usefulness.

So, on that day, after learning he’d died, James couldn't wait to bury him and be done with him, so he could finally shine on his own, free to do whatever he wanted, without being held back by his father. Or being judged by his mother.

He couldn't wait to bury him so he could stand over his grave and fucking laugh because he was finally free. He was finally free of the oppressive father who constantly tried to mold him into something James was just not meant to be. Into a tiny version of Samuel Arnold, limited and average, something James would not allow himself to be. However, now, James was free to create his great empire.

His father had never believed he could do something like that, but James had shown him how wrong he was. He had shown everyone — his controlling father, his disapproving mother, and his oppressive teachers — what he was capable of.

No matter how horrible it sounded, the day his father died was the best day of his life because James felt liberated and set loose on the world to make it his playground. Unfortunately, his mother had called to rain on his parade. Although he hadn’t told her, she'd learned of his father's passing.

"Is it true?" she demanded from the start.

There was no hello. No how are you, how are you handling this, only a demand from the get-go.

That was his mother, selfish to the core, and ignorant of others around her and their needs. She was especially ignorant of his needs and always had been.

James didn't see the point of lying to her or beating around the bush. "Yes, he died," he said almost defiantly.

"Oh my God," she prayed in return, starting to cry.

That took him by surprise a little, considering they were divorced and there was no love lost between them. Even when they were married, they fought constantly. Then it dawned on him that this was his mother being true to herself. She always had to make everything about her.

James waited patiently while she did her thing.

"How did he die?" she asked.

"Don't you know already?" James countered with an eye roll although she couldn't see him. He was sure that whoever told her the news had told her everything. His mother wouldn't have it any other way.

"Tell me, James," she stressed the words like she always did when wanting to show her displeasure.

"It was a car accident."

"A car accident?"

He decided to indulge her. "Yes. He fell asleep behind the wheel, drunk as a skunk, and crashed into a concrete wall while going through the tunnel."

At least his father had a sliver of consideration not to harm anyone else.

His mother remained silent for a bit. James could hear her sniffling. And then she’d said, "James, did you do something to make that happen?" and there was such strictness in her voice that it reminded him of the time she’d ordered him to speak with that doctor.

That made him grit his teeth. Who does she think she is to speak to me in such a manner? He hesitated to reply for a second. "No."

"Don't you lie to me, James," she snapped. "I know you."

James closed his eyes. She did know him. She always knew everything about him and his true nature, and that was why she hated him. That was why she was always punishing him, and trying to hurt him. She was doing that to this very day.

"I didn't do anything," he insisted, frustrated by this conversation. Frustrated that he couldn't have a loving mother like all the rest. A mother who was always on his side no matter what.

"I am in France with some friends, but I am coming on the first flight, and then you and I will have a long conversation about your father's accident."

James' heart beat a little bit faster. He narrowed his eyes. "There's nothing to talk about. You're acting crazy, like always."

"I will go straight to the police if you don't tell me what you did," she threatened without missing a beat, and that filled him with dread.

It also filled him with anger. How dare she threaten him? He wasn't a scared kid anymore; she could not bully him into compliance. He was a man now, a free man, and it was time he showed his mother that he would no longer tolerate such behavior.

He knew his mother very well, and this was no bluff. If she said she would do something, then she would do it. Because she hated him and wanted to see him suffer.

The last thing he needed to deal with was the police. Again. And if his mother was set to punish him, all hell would break loose. He couldn't go to jail. Not when he finally had everything he wanted within his grasp.

How to make her stop? How to prevent her from doing anything?

Pleading to her motherly side would not work. He had tried that in the past and accomplished nothing. That left him with only one option.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," he said as coldly as he could master.

"James?"

"If you're not careful, you might end up just like Dad," he threatened, his whole body shaking, consumed by equal measures of terror and rage. Nonetheless, this had to be done. She couldn't ruin everything for him.

"What are you saying, James? Are you threatening me?" she asked, her shaking ever so slightly.

That made him crack a smile. He had her. He could just picture her expression as she said that. Those eyes filled with dread. She had been afraid of him and what he might do ever since she’d seen what he did for fun as a kid. Now, he would use that fear to his advantage.

"I'm just saying that accidents happen when we act rashly," he explained calmly. "Airplanes, cars, they’re all the same."

She said nothing in return and hung up.

Although James knew he'd won, the fear remained. And he was sure that his days were numbered. He was sure his mother would make good on her threats despite being afraid of him because deep down, her hate for him was greater than her fear for her life.

She was going to ruin everything!

James woke up in a cold sweat, gasping for air as his eyes adjusted to the darkness.

He remembered everything from his dream, although it was less a dream than it was a memory from a past he was trying too hard to forget.

His mother still believed that he'd killed his father. Once, she tried to force the truth out of him; now, she pleaded for it. She'd grown weak in her old age, not that she’d been strong to begin with.

James didn't feel like returning to sleep after that trip down memory lane. It would be dawn soon, and he had plenty of work to do, anyway.

But first, he needed to shower because he smelled like a fucking distillery. And who knew, perhaps some fresh water would manage to clear the clusterfuck inside his head.

He could only hope...
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James gritted his teeth as he headed into the dining room. He knew these people would gloat and judge him after everything that was said during yesterday's trial, but he also knew that he shouldn't let it get to him. He shouldn't give them the satisfaction of knowing that they were getting to him. The problem with that though, was that it was very difficult to act unaffected.

He'd known since the moment he'd met this bunch of peasants that they were intimidated by him and were envious, so he was certain they must feel pretty good about themselves after Helen had humiliated him. People like that needed to find ways to humiliate those they perceived as their superiors so they could feel better about their shitty lives.

It didn't matter that Melanie was a successful lawyer who had a firm. It didn't matter that Judge Liu was a respectable judge. They were all petty souls on the inside. And Helen was a girl trying to impress her idols.

He couldn't believe he'd ever considered her attractive or he'd wanted to sleep with her. She was just like the rest of them. Soulless. Envious. Ugly. He should have seen it sooner, but he'd been taken in by the pretty shell of her beauty.

James was tense and on edge as he mused about all these things, especially since it seemed as if they were all watching him. He wasn't sure if that was happening or if his imagination was just running wild because he felt uncomfortable. Glances around the room told him that it was probably his imagination. No one was looking at him when he turned to look in their direction, but he still felt the prickle of eyes upon him.

Trying to shake the feeling, he strode to the buffet and fixed himself a plate of food, deciding to focus on the meal in front of him and nothing else. He was desperate to have something to do other than sit and speak with these people. Food was the only thing he could think of to keep him occupied and distracted from them. Of course, he much preferred to order off the menu, but at a time like this, he wasn't going to be picky.

He didn't want to sit at a table alone and wait for food with everyone staring at him and judging him. Better just to grab something from the buffet. He barely even registered what he put on his plate before he headed to a small table as far away from everyone as he could get. He could still feel their eyes on him as he took his seat.

He should have stayed in his suite and ordered in. The problem with that was that they'd think they'd won. They'd think he was hiding from them, and that was something he’d never allow. He’d never allow them to believe that they had him cowed. He was better than them, and he'd damn well show it, hence the reason he was sitting here with a plate of overcooked scrambled eggs, lukewarm potatoes, and too-crisp bacon.

James placed his napkin in his lap and picked up his fork as he stared at his plate. He couldn't make himself eat.

Why do I even care what they think? He glanced up from the food and around the room. These people meant nothing to him. He was better than all of them. Their opinions about him were garbage. He shouldn't care anything about them. There was no reason to at all.

Enough was enough. He was done stressing. He was done feeling like this. And he was done with this place and these people, he thought, sitting a little bit straighter. James decided he would leave before this mock trial could go any further. It was of no concern to him. It never should have been. He'd been drawn in by a pretty face, one he'd thought was worth the trouble but now realized it wasn't. He should have known better. Most women weren't worth the trouble.

He had indulged these people for far too long, and now, he was bored and ready to move on. Ready to return to his real life and forget this bizarre nightmare had ever happened.

James’ mind was set. He would leave the lodge today, no matter what. He was done waiting for the snow to stop. In his world, his word was the law, so he was going to make it happen. If he had to, he would make all of his employees help him.

He took a few bites of the unpalatable meal and then shoved away the plate. He'd find better food away from this place. Without saying anything to anyone, he stood up and left the dining room so he could go to the front desk to get the necessary pieces of information to make his exit plan.

"What's the situation today?" he asked the girl who worked at the front desk. The one who came to rescue the incompetent boy that James had come close to hitting the first day of the blizzard. He looked into the employee area for the boy but didn't see him anywhere. He's probably hiding from me.

It was strange how that felt like such a long time ago although only a few days had passed. Time was also trapped and stood still on this mountain, he joked humorlessly.

"I'm sorry, sir. The snow hasn't let up and the roads are still closed," she replied.

"How is that possible? We’ve been here forever," he stressed.

"The cleaning crews have been forced to keep the roads closed because of the weather, sir. There isn't much that we can do about it until the snow stops."

James gritted his teeth. "I just don't understand why they are still closed. Are they incompetent?"

This was unacceptable. They'd had plenty of time to clear the roads. Something like this would never have happened if he were in charge.

"They're still closed because the snow is still falling, sir," the girl replied slowly, as though speaking to a child. That only infuriated him further.

"You call that snow?" he asked incredulously, pointing toward the window. "At this point, it's barely a flurry.”

"I do apologize, sir, but I can’t do anything about the weather," the girl said, once again proving herself useless.

He stared at her hard for a few moments. "Are you honestly telling me that your cleaning crews are not capable of clearing a single road when there's barely any snow falling?"

"It's the hotel's policy—" she began.

James was having none of it. Fuck policy.

"That's unacceptable," he growled. "I am ordering myself a helicopter and getting off this godforsaken mountain." He turned and headed back to his suite because he realized he'd forgotten to bring his phone with him when he'd gone for breakfast. He'd need to repack his bags anyway, and he could kill two birds with one stone this way.

Upon reaching his room, he began shoving things into his suitcase. He didn't care that he was wrinkling his suits or tossing dirty clothing in with clean. He just wanted to be done. He headed into the bathroom, loaded up his toiletries into his kit, and then tossed it into his suitcase. He glanced at his ski apparel and decided to leave it. He would never go skiing again if he could help it. If he never set foot in another ski lodge, it would be too soon.

From now on, he'd only book vacations to sunny places that never saw a day of snow. Maybe the next time he thought about taking some time off, he'd head to Tahiti or the Caribbean. Either way, it would be somewhere warm.

He slammed the top down on his suitcase and attempted to close it. He tried again and again, but it wouldn’t shut. Maybe he should just leave it. He could buy all new things, but he truly liked his custom-tailored shirts and suits. Sighing, he realized he didn't want to leave it behind. He sat on top of his suitcase and his additional weight allowed him to finally zip it shut.

He was slightly winded once he’d finished. He hoped he hadn't forgotten anything because there was no way in hell he was opening the thing again. Anything that wasn't already inside would be left behind.

Once that was settled, he grabbed his phone and dialed Eric so he could arrange transportation for him. A few days ago, it would have been too dangerous to ride in a helicopter, but not today.

"Hello?" Eric answered.

"Eric, I need you to hire a helicopter for me. I'm getting the fuck off of this mountain today," he ordered.

Eric didn't reply. There were no silly remarks, no stupid questions, nothing, and that made James grit his teeth before pulling the phone away from his ear so he could look at it.

"Son of a bitch," he snapped. The line had caught off.

Fuck.

He tried again.

"Hello?"

"Eric, can you hear me?"

His assistant didn't reply.

James felt like raging. This place was the black hole of black holes. It was hell incarnated, and he hated it.

He left his suite in search of a better reception, dialing again.

"Hello?" Eric answered again.

"Eric, I need a helicopter," he said as fast as he could master. Unfortunately, his assistant did not acknowledge him before they were caught off for a third time.

Fuck me.

Looking about to see where he’d wandered in his pursuit of good service, he realized he was in the main hall.

Perfect.

He marched to the reception area.

"What is happening with the cell service?" he demanded.

The girl nodded as though needing no further information. "I'm sorry, sir. The snow has picked up again, and cell and Internet service is spotty," she explained.

He gripped his phone so tightly that it was a miracle it didn't break.

No cell service? He was stuck again?

"Landlines?"

"Still out of service, sir."

Fuck.

Fuck.

Fuck.

He was stuck.
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This is fucking insane, James thought, livid. He couldn't believe that this shit was happening to him again. That he was stuck again. Stuck still.

In the twenty-first century, he was unable to go home because of the fucking snow. And the even more ironic part was that he wasn't currently in some third-world country that was decimated by poverty or war. No, he was in the fucking USA, and still, that meant nothing. And that was unfathomable.

If he was in Japan right now, something like this would never happen. That hard-working nation would find a way to make it through the worst possible blizzard. They would dig a tunnel if they had to, and it was frustrating that his fellow Americans didn't share such a mentality with the Japanese.

Life would be better and more efficient if they did. James had half a mind to move to Japan so he wouldn't have to experience anything like this ever again.

Without any real purpose or decision, James ended up in the common room. He threw himself into one of the chairs and looked out the window. The white shit mocked him, fluttering down to the ground.

There had to be something he could do, he stressed. Staying wasn't an option. He had to get out of there. He didn't want to spend another day at that lodge, let alone one more night. He feared he would go insane if he was forced to endure this place for one more moment.

Is this what a cabin fever feels like? he thought before returning to the problem at hand. Escaping upstate New York.

Perhaps this place had a snowmobile he could rent? He could always say he wanted to drive about and then use the thing to reach civilization, and from there, he could rent or buy a car to get the hell home.

Liking that idea very much, he waved at one of the staff members passing by to ask him about snowmobiles.

"Yes, sir?" the waiter questioned hesitantly.

"I need to know if there are snowmobiles for rent. I can't stay cooped up in this place anymore."

The waiter had a blank expression on his face while James spoke. It filled him with rage.

"I will have to check that for you, sir," he said apologetically, which translated meant he didn’t know shit.

James waited patiently for him to return only to receive bad news.

"I'm sorry, sir, but it seems we don't have any available to guests."

"How is it possible this place offers no snowmobiles to its guests?" he snapped at him.

The waiter muttered something contrite before moving away without a backward glance.

Unbelievable, he fumed. He was not ready to abandon that idea. Perhaps a vehicle could be delivered from nearby.

Then again, it wasn't as if he could check for something like that, or even call to ask around because he had no phone and no Internet.

If he had all those things at his disposal, he would be saved. With one phone call to Eric, all his problems would vanish, and he wouldn't have to bother with the rest. But he had no means of contacting his PA.

Fuck, James felt like shouting at the top of his lungs.

"By the expression on your face, I can guess you've received the good news," Bert said, coming to sit next to him.

James found that curious and said, "You are a mind reader."

"Happy to entertain, I'll be here all week."

James shuddered. He hoped it wouldn't come to that. "This is the last time I am ever going on a trip with you."

Bert chuckled. "Fair enough. And if it's any consolation, I wouldn't go with me either after this trip."

It wasn't. He said as much.

Bert sighed, and James knew he wouldn't like the next words coming out of his mouth.

"So, it looks like we will be stuck here for another day."

"Don't remind me," James grumbled through gritted teeth.

"Then again, there is a small fortune in this misfortune."

"Do tell," James said despite himself.

"We can finish your trial."

James had been afraid he would say something like that. "I would prefer not to."

"Why not?" Bert asked, genuinely surprised. "It will get your mind off of the weather and being stuck here."

That much was true. James would stop stressing about the weather, but the things he would stress about instead were far worse. So, it wasn't a well-balanced trade.

"I'll pass, thanks."

"How come?" Bert pressed. "Hasn't it been fun?"

James gave him a look of disbelief. "Perhaps it was fun for all of you. For me, not so much.”

“Why? I don’t understand.” Bert frowned.

“Are you serious?” James snapped, not being able to hold it in any longer.

“It’s been so much fun. So far, it's been dynamic and controversial," Bert defended.

James snorted. "As I said, it's been fun for you. I, on the other hand, have been humiliated." And he had no desire whatsoever to go through that again.

"Why do you think you've been humiliated?"

Was Bert messing with him, playing dumb on purpose, or was he unable to see what happened yesterday?

"Because it feels like I'm being railroaded into looking like a… a very guilty man." James couldn't force himself to say that other word out loud. Murderer.

And he didn't want to deal with all the shit, and all the emotions that arose while being on the stand and answering all those hard questions.

Especially since it looked like it was all planned to humiliate him.

"James, I don't understand what you're talking about. Everything discussed in there happened."

James shook his head, looking through the window, and refusing to continue participating in this conversation.

"Everything Helen accused you of while you were on the stand is a matter of public record. Nothing was made up. And some of the things she brought up, you admitted to," Bert pointed out, unwilling to let this go.

“You’re missing the point,” James grumbled. “I am not a bad man, and you’re all acting as if I am."

"It’s only a game."

" I don't think it is to them."

"I can't believe you're acting like this. Are you going to punish Helen for being good at her job and doing a little research on you, when you gave the green light?" he challenged. "You just don't like that she was able to discover so much about you, that's all."

This was not about Helen but about him.

James looked at Bert. "That's all?" he grumbled.

He didn't like how dismissive Bert sounded. As though James was the unreasonable one. As though what happened yesterday was acceptable.

"She's still in school. She has no right to be that good." Which, in his mind, could only mean that she’d had help. Someone was intentionally trying to hurt him, and James wanted to know who, so he could teach that person a lesson.

"She's a natural," Bert countered, and he had the audacity to sound proud saying that. It was all over his face.

Bert wanted to fuck Helen.

As far as James was concerned, he could have her. He was done with that snotty brat. He didn’t know what he’d seen in her to begin with. Then again, it had been a while, and his dick wasn't as selective as the rest of him was.

"It doesn't matter either way," James said dismissively, trying to end this. "It was still too much for me. I'm out," he settled to say, not wanting to reveal too much, not wanting to share what was twirling inside his brain.

James knew Bert was helping Helen, giving her too much information about James because he wanted to get inside her pants. It was as pathetic as it was obvious.

Bert sighed. "If you didn't want to be a defendant, James, then you shouldn't have volunteered," Bert said, sounding irritated.

James could understand that. He was messing with Bert's plans with Helen. Not that he cared. The man had cock-blocked him from day one. James had no problem returning the favor.

James hadn’t wanted to play that stupid game, or be a defendant, in the first place. He only said he would so he could be close to Helen, to buy some time and seduce her despite his better judgment not to get involved.

"I wouldn't have if I'd known it would be like this," James defended. He hadn’t signed up to be publicly humiliated for other people’s amusement. “Today, I plan on staying in my suite and doing some work. Just because we're stuck here, doesn't mean I can slack off. And I would suggest you do the same instead of playing silly games."

Bert looked disappointed, and although it was obvious that he wanted to continue arguing and pushing the subject, for some reason, he decided not to. His next words confirmed as much. "As you wish," he said.

James nodded at that. That was his wish, and that was how it was going to be.

"However, just so you know, hiding in your room is going to make you look bad," Bert added as an afterthought.

James’ jaw tightened. "As though I give a fuck about such things."

Despite what he'd said, it bothered him. James knew he shouldn’t give a flying fuck what those people thought of him, yet here he was, giving a fuck.

He didn't want the words from last night to be the last words they heard from him. About him. He needed to fix that, or it would bother him forever.

And he wasn't exaggerating. He very much cared about his reputation and didn't want to see anything tarnishing it. That included this stupid game.

"If that is how you feel, then all right. I'll leave you be," Bert said, resigned. "I'll let the others know there's a slight change of plans."

The way he used the word slight wasn't an accident. James was sure that it was for his benefit, to let him know he was making a not-so-slight mistake.

James was starting to feel the same things.

Helen would be disappointed that he’d bailed. Does she still think I'm terrible? That bothered him the most. During their interview, it had looked like she was finally starting to warm up toward him, yet after that cross-examination, James wasn't so sure how she felt about him, especially considering Bert wanted her all to himself and was saying shit about him.

What to do? James wondered, feeling like he was stuck between two horrible decisions.

Damned if I do, damned if I don't. He was going to regret it if he went through with it, but quitting now would eat away at him inside.

Bert got up from his seat and started to leave.

"Wait, Bert," James heard himself say, hoping like hell he was not making a mistake.

Bert turned and looked at him questioningly. "What?"

"I've changed my mind. I'll finish the game," he forced himself to say, although he felt sick to his stomach just thinking about it.

He didn't want to go through that same shit and hoped he could find some way to avoid it. Play it differently this time around.

Bert nodded to that before leaving.

The trial would continue.

James stared after Bert, thinking Bert seemed to have more pep in his step than he had a moment earlier, and he wondered why that was.

Probably because he got his way, James thought with irritation. It was too late now; he'd already agreed to go through with it, he just had to see it through.
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This is a mistake, James thought for the hundredth time, but he kept on walking. He dragged his feet toward the mock courtroom.

He could only recall a few moments in life when he'd felt this way.

When he was a kid and his mother had forced him to speak with that shrink, and the day of his father's funeral. James hadn't wanted to go to the cemetery, especially since he'd been sure his mother would appear out of nowhere and cause a scene. That hadn't happened; his threats had borne fruit. He hadn’t known that at the time, though, dreading what would happen next.

Stop it. It was counterproductive to think about the difficult moments in his life. Instead, he should be thinking about all his victories. Unfortunately, none came to mind because this glum feeling inside of him held onto him like a leech.

He couldn't shake those images, either.

He had been a kid. It was only natural that he'd felt fear of doing something he didn't want to back then. He had also been powerless back then, and he was a grown man now. He should be able to say no to something he didn't want to do.

He should have been able to, but he still couldn't. Bert was right. James had to admit that, if only to himself. He would appear to be a bad guy if he stopped the trial now. Not to mention it might cause suspicion.

He didn't want these people harboring such feelings toward him. That was the bottom line.

Damned if I do, damned if I don't, he thought and sighed as he settled into his seat, ignoring the other participants as they slowly filed into the room.

While he was trying to prepare his strategy for the day — difficult since he had no idea what was going to happen — James unintentionally noted someone was missing.

Chase.

And as time went by and he still didn't enter the courtroom, James started to cheer. He knew that it was just a distraction, but he welcomed it all the same.

James started pondering the reasons for Chase's absence.

Had he overslept? It was possible, but James was hoping for something more salacious.

Bert and Helen walked in together. James didn't like that one bit. Bert came to sit next to him, and Helen sat alone at the other table to his left, since she was playing the prosecutor.

Still no Chase.

Had Helen and Chase fought again? That was a possibility. The fact Bert was circling like a shark was further proof.

The grease monkey didn't even appear after the judge took his seat and it seemed everyone was ready to start the proceedings.

He's not going to show, James realized with amusement.

James checked the time theatrically before looking at Helen. She caught the gesture with a trace of puzzlement.

"Where is your charming boyfriend today, Helen?" he asked conversationally, with a big, bright smile. He made his words loud enough so the entire room could hear him.

In his peripheral vision, he saw that he’d caught the others’ attention, and that pleased him.

"I don't know," she replied.

James noticed she looked uncomfortable answering him and smiled. She began going through her opening notes, pretending to be busy.

He had hit a nerve, he thought with a satisfied smirk. They'd had a fight, and a big one at that. She wouldn't be acting this way if it was something minor.

Then again, this wasn't going to go in his favor. Not if she was pissed at her boyfriend. She would use the opportunity to take it out on him. Women were known to do such shit.

Fuck.

Still, he decided to test that theory.

"He probably got bored watching trials he can't understand," James said sympathetically. It was no jibe; he believed it. That Chase had found an excuse not to be there was lucky on his part. This was above his mental capacity, anyway.

Helen looked at him immediately, her eyes narrowing. "What do you mean by that?" she demanded.

"Well, this is all so very technical," he explained with a small shrug. "I presume that to someone who comes from the working class, all of this can be a bit overwhelming."

"James, behave," Bert said under his breath.

James was glad his friend had learned his lesson and did that, however misguided, so discretely, not wanting to cause another scene.

James looked at him disapprovingly because he was behaving. If he wasn't, he would have just called Chase dumb as shit. Bert should have known that by now because James was a pretty direct guy.

"I cannot believe you just said that," Helen said, outraged.

She appeared to be a smart girl, Bert had sworn she was, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise that her boyfriend had limitations. He thought that was precisely why she'd chosen him to date. Maybe she was going through some kind of phase? Her reaction got him thinking.

"I'm not judging," he reassured her, holding up his hands in surrender. "But it got me wondering, why are you with a boy like that in the first place?"

"A man like what?" she asked defensively.

James knew he shouldn't be gloating, but seeing her get triggered by the tiniest things was highly entertaining. And knowing he was right — he always was — felt good as well.

"Poor and uneducated," James answered without sugarcoating, figuring if she needed a reality check then so be it, he was more than happy to oblige.

A few people gasped at his words, but James didn't give a fuck. He was speaking a truth that they all knew and pretended not to see.

From the moment James had met the guy, he knew Helen was making a mistake, and it was about time she realized it. She was worth only as much as the person she was with was worth, so if she was with someone beneath her, he was dragging her down, and she could never elevate him. That was how the world worked.

Helen looked at him wide-eyed, so James decided to continue. It was obvious his words were shaking her to the core, so he figured one final blow would do the trick to snap her from this foolishness. It would be the wake-up call she so desperately needed.

James patted himself on the back because something that had started as a joke had such an unexpected turn for the better.

"You deserve better than him, Helen. You need to be with someone successful, rich, and good-looking." Naturally, he was describing himself because nobody could mess with his level of perfection. "You deserve the whole package. Someone like me."

Bert groaned beside him, but James ignored him. He was just jealous that something like this hadn't occurred to him to say, which was understandable. James had always been better at seducing women than Bert. Bert got by based on his looks, and once those disappeared, most of the women disappeared with them. The ones who lingered did so solely because he was rich, and women reacted to such things.

He couldn't wait to hear what Helen had to say to all that. He was sure she would thank him for his input, ashamed it took her that long to see the truth.

Helen sat a little bit straighter in her seat before opening her mouth. "You know, Mr. Arnold, I have to disagree with you. It appears we do not value the same things."

"Oh?" he countered, quite surprised. Then again, there was a chance he'd insulted her, speaking so frankly in front of others. Although he was sure she recognized the truth, she would disagree if she felt he'd humiliated her in front of her superiors.

Helen nodded. "At least Chase is a good man."

The way she looked at him implied that he wasn't.

He didn't like that insinuation one bit. "I am a good man," James insisted.

She chuckled humorously, picking up a folder from her desk. "Clearly not," she replied while waving it at him.

James’ jaw tensed.

"I would rather be alone than with someone like you," she continued. "I wouldn't be with you even if I was blind, mute, deaf, and lobotomized," she snapped.

A few chuckles erupted through the room.

James did not share that sentiment. "That was uncalled for," he commented, checking the time again.

Helen was lashing out at him, unsatisfied with her life, angry at someone else. She would be sorry later because she obviously had no idea what she was saying. Melanie, who was not a fan of his, would certainly reprimand her later for insulting James.

James wouldn't hold that against her. She was hormonal, on her period or something, and fighting with her boyfriend, so he brushed it off. It had stung a little.

Still, James would forgive and forget because he was the bigger person. It did make him wonder why he gave her feelings any thought. There was just something about her that continued to draw him in; something he couldn't let go of.

Judge Liu called for order and the trial began again.

"I recall Mr. Arnold to the stand, your honor," Helen said as she stood up.

That took James by surprise. How many times did she want to speak with him?

Why did she want him back on the stand? Hadn't they gone through everything the day before? Unfortunately, nobody objected, not even his lawyer, who was supposed to, since that was his job, so James had no choice but to take the stand again.

"Mr. Arnold, I would like to speak about Michael Delgado today," Helen said, acting as though she were professional, although she still looked pretty salty due to their previous exchange.

James was taken aback. Why speak of Michael?

"Very well," he commented, as though it didn't bother him to speak about that man.

The newspapers liked to write about Michael Delgado in a very poetic way. They always made sure to say he had been a self-made millionaire who had left this world abruptly and tragically. James had a different perspective.

Although they had been partners for a short time, James had gotten the chance to know the man behind the façade and hadn't liked what he saw. And that was sad because he had admired him until he met him.

Never meet your heroes. There was a sliver of truth in those words, although James would never call Michael his hero.

Michael had killed himself shortly after their partnership began, and James had no compassion for people who did that sort of thing. They were weaklings, and that was probably the best they could do if they weren't capable of living properly.

Once Michael died, James had to rescue his company from ruin. He would remember to mention that.

"What do you want to know about Michael?" James added politely.

He was trying to show Helen he wasn't vengeful and that her slight was already forgotten, but it wasn't. Not entirely.

"Could you explain to the court who Michael Delgado was and what your relation to him was?" Helen asked.

James nodded. "Of course. Michael Delgado was a businessman who ran a successful company called MD Universe." Talk about a man who was self-centered and in love with his grandiose image in public, James thought. "He was a dear friend and a partner, for a short time, until he passed," James explained, deciding to keep it concise.

"How did he die?" she asked.

James had no idea why she'd brought him up. If she was trying to tarnish his character with Michael, she would not be successful. James had saved that man's legacy. He was a hero in that story and Michael was the bad guy.

"He killed himself," James said impassively.

"Why?"

"Excuse me?"

"Why did he kill himself?"

Was she serious?

"I'm sorry but I do not possess such information. Unfortunately, Michael took his thoughts and feelings on the subject to the grave."

He’d left no suicide note.

Helen looked at him funny before proceeding. "Isn't it true Michael Delgado committed suicide, orphaning his young daughter, after photos of him being intimate with another man appeared online?"

"I was never interested in his personal life. It was a great loss all the same."

"Mr. Arnold, please answer the question. Michael Delgado killed himself after pictures of his intimate encounters were published, true or false?" she insisted.

James sighed. "I suppose technically speaking, that's true," he agreed.

"Isn't it true that you were responsible for leaking those images to the press?" she asked.

"That's absurd," James defended, instantly.

Helen pursed her lips as she walked to her table. She opened a folder. The folder.

"In my possession, I have text message logs from you and Mr. Delgado."

James looked at her incredulously as his heart started to beat a little bit faster. "Where did you get those?" he demanded.

"From Mr. Delgado's phone," she replied calmly.

James was relieved. That was no proof he'd texted Michael. It meant nothing. He said as much. "That is not me," he insisted.

"This is your name. Here." She pointed at the paper.

"I have a contact in my phone named The Queen, but I can guarantee that I would not be speaking to a real queen if I called them,” James pointed out smugly.

“This is your phone number, correct?”

“No, it’s not.”

“Not your current one. I’m aware of that. This is your previous number, correct?”

James felt his eye twitch. "I do not recall."

"I have proof you were the owner of this phone number."

James shrugged. "If you say so."

"Since we've gotten that out of the way, I would like to read one of the texts you sent to Mr. Delgado."

James looked at Bert. This was the time he needed to object, but he just sat there, looking at his nails. Useless.

"‘It would be a shame if your daughter found out what a fraud you are. She would die of shame learning her daddy is a sick pervert.’"

"I didn't write that," James rebelled.

Helen glanced at him before continuing. "Mr. Delgado wrote back, ‘I won't be blackmailed anymore, James. I've already come out to the people I love, so I am free of you. Do your worst, I don't care anymore.’"

"I object, your honor!" James looked at the judge.

"Denied, and the defendant will refrain from shouting in this courtroom," the judge reprimanded him.

"To that, you wrote: 'You'll be sorry'," Helen read.

"I did not write that," James insisted, raising his voice.

"And you did your worst, didn't you? You destroyed him, and he committed suicide."

"I had nothing to do with what he did."

Instead of acknowledging James’ response, she turned to a few sheets of paper to read something else. "Let's go a little further back in time, to see how all of this started."

She paused dramatically before starting to read again. James was seething. She shouldn't be allowed to do this. He shouldn't be forced to sit here and listen to this. However, he made no move to leave.

"'I met a man who was auctioning off some very interesting things; photographs, to be more precise. Photographs of you in some very serious trouble. I don't have to tell you the company will suffer; stocks will drop if it gets out that the CEO is a fag.'"

Helen looked at the jury before proceeding. "To that, Mr. Delgado wrote; 'What do you want, James?' And Mr. Arnold was good enough to respond immediately with: 'If you allow me to have forty-nine percent of the shares, I will make it go away.'"

"That's not me."

Helen turned to look at him. "Tell me, Mr. Arnold, did you possess stock in MD Universe?"

He didn't want to answer.

"Yes."

"How many percent?"

"Forty-nine."

"And after Mr. Delgado committed suicide?"

He pursed his lips. "I became the sole owner."
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As soon as the judge called for a recess, James stormed out of the courtroom and went straight to the bar to get himself a drink.

He couldn't believe that little bitch had ambushed him like that. He was still shaking from her interrogation. And all the while, Bert had done nothing, he fumed. Useless piece of shit.

Then again, Bert had clearly wanted James to be thoroughly humiliated. James could see how the others had looked at him as Helen read the texts. Those damn texts. They made him look so guilty.

None of it was his fault. He was not to blame that Michael had killed himself.

James had expected they would speak about Oliver again, but then all of a sudden, she brought Michael into the mix. Why the fuck would she do that? And how the hell had she found those damn texts?

He couldn't believe Michael had kept all those texts. Even from the grave, he was trying to destroy him. James was glad the bastard was dead because he hadn’t been a good man. The fact he kept those text messages — those private messages — that could one day be used against James in such a devious manner was proof.

The question remained the same, how had Helen gotten her hands on them? Especially since they were snowed in and without Internet.

Had she had them beforehand? That would have been impossible, wouldn't it? No one had known they would be snowed in and playing this ridiculous game. Had Bert given them to her? That seemed more likely, but it also meant Bert had had them in his possession all this time.

Had he planned to use them against me one day?

Even though Helen had twisted everything around to make him appear to be a bad guy, James was glad he'd finally learned the truth about Bert and what a viper in the garden he was. It proved he was out to destroy him. James would deal with Bert after this nightmare was over.

He couldn't say when his friend had become his enemy, but it didn't matter. There was only one way to deal with people who tried to threaten James’ life. He had done it in the past, and it looked like he would have to do it again.

He'd never thought Bert would betray him. And for what? For a piece of ass? It was unimaginable to James that Bert would go to such lengths, to try to destroy his reputation, and to humiliate him, just because he was infatuated with some girl. James saw no other reason for his betrayal.

That weasel would discover what it felt like when James fought back. And he would be especially ruthless with Bert because he was so close to him.

James didn't want to start this war, but he was going to finish it.

Never trust anyone, he reminded himself. He'd forgotten about that for a while, but life found a way to remind him that he couldn't trust anyone but himself.

How the fuck did I end up here? he asked himself over and over. He should have never come. He should have never played this game. It was apparent that these people hated him and would stop at nothing to make him feel like this.

And Bert was their ringleader.

Pathetic Bert. This was his way of getting back at James for always being the best. That rat bastard. He fed Helen all the information she’d needed and she’d used it against him to make him look like the bad guy. He wasn't the bad guy. He’d never hurt anyone who hadn't hurt him first. That was one of the rules he'd followed all his life.

It was pointless to stress about it now. What's done was done, and James had to figure out what to do moving forward. The trial was nearly over, and so was the torment, but James had the rest of his life to get back at them for this.

He knew that after the recess the jurors would go into another room and after discussing the case, decide on a verdict, and he already knew where that would head. They liked to turn innocent people into guilty men, and James was certain the same would happen to him.

I am not guilty!

They had no real evidence against him, but they would still find him guilty because they were a spiteful, resentful mob that liked to play fucked-up games with hard-working, successful people.

They were all pathetic and bat-shit crazy. I’ll make them pay for doing this to me, James fumed, getting himself another drink.

Bertram approached but James ignored him as he downed his drink.

"Everything all right?" Bertram asked.

"No," James snapped, irritated and already pretty tipsy. "Everything is not all right," he mimicked, looking ahead of himself.

"Oh? Why not?" Bertram asked, sitting next to him.

James stared at him with rage in his eyes. How could this man, his former friend, sit here and ask him such a question?

“You are lucky this is just a game because I have half a mind to sue all of you for tormenting me like this. Especially that little bitch,” James snapped, threatening him with a finger.

“You’re overreacting,” Bert countered calmly.

Bert’s calmness only further infuriated James. "Are you fucking kidding me? You're all crazy and get your kicks out of playing these weird games, tormenting people."

"We weren't tormenting you. Tormenting would imply some kind of evil intent. All we did was present you with all the damning evidence against you," he explained, sounding calm as could be.

"What evidence?" James snapped. "There's no proof of anything."

"Really? Oliver's brakes were cut, the same as your father's. That's what most police detectives would call a pattern. And Michael killed himself after you made his life unbearable." Bertram gave him a smug look.

James was seething. Bert had been his friend. He was supposed to be on James’ side, but now, it seemed he'd never been a friend. He was a Judas; a betrayer. "There's no proof I had anything to do with it," James said, raising his voice in agitation. "I didn't kill anyone. And if anybody tries to claim otherwise, I will sue all of you."

"How?" Bertram inquired.

"You’re my lawyer."

"No," Bertram said firmly.

"No? What do you mean?" James slammed his glass on the bartop.

"No, I won't help you. If you want to sue all these people, my friends, find someone else. I'm not your lawyer anymore."

James was taken aback by Bert's tone. Bert had never spoken to James in such a manner, but at the same time, it made sense. For a while now, James had suspected that Bert was a traitor, and now, he had finally found the balls to admit it. And this was Bert finally stabbing James in the back when James needed him the most.

"I don't want to be your lawyer anymore," Bert continued. "Especially now that I know everything you've done wrong, to not use a much harsher word."

James exploded. "You fucking Judas. I don't know why you waited for this moment to stab me in the back. You have always been jealous of me, and this is your revenge. It's pretty clear now that you organized this witch hunt to begin with, but I won't let this slide."

"I don't expect you to," Bert countered calmly.

James felt like punching him in his face. He had no right to look so smug. He hadn't won. This wasn't over.

"And I won't apologize for having a conscience, for not wanting to be a silent bystander as you do all these horrible things. I won't let this continue. I won’t let you continue,” he insisted.

“Let me?” James repeated through gritted teeth.

“Yes, I’ve turned a blind eye to your actions for far too long, while you did whatever you pleased. It’s now time for you to pay. It's time you learned that your actions have consequences, and in this particular case, it means jail or worse."

James felt like strangling him with his bare hands, but upon hearing the word “jail” something deep inside of him clawed forward to be set free, urging him to run away as fast as possible. That primal part of him recognized the danger he was in.

James was outraged. He couldn't believe his friend had made such a shift and betrayed him. And although it was too little, too late, he'd put all the pieces together. It was Bert from the start who was sabotaging him and making his life miserable while they were trapped on this mountain.

Had he been lying about the storm just so James would be trapped here, and be forced to participate in this stupid trial? James’ head was spinning. Bert had given Helen all the necessary information to humiliate him while James was on the stand. He'd also turned all those people against him.

James was going to show him that he messed with the wrong person. He would show all of them what it felt like to go to war against him. He would destroy them all. He would scorch their lives and leave everything in ruins, and he would do that gladly, and without mercy.

James was about to promise Bert that this was the last good day he would have for the rest of his life when Helen walked up to the bar.

Another traitor.

"The deliberation is over," she informed them. "The judge wants us back inside."

If she noticed something was wrong between the men, she didn't show it.

Of course, she noticed, James thought. She had known everything from the start and pretended to be dumb and sweet to keep him interested.

She was as bad as the rest of them, and James was disgusted.

Without saying anything else to that Judas or that bitch who participated in this obvious witch hunt, James reluctantly returned to the mock courtroom.

He knew they would find him guilty, so they could feel better about themselves and their shitty, average lives.

All that it mattered was how James wanted all of them to suffer as he had during this “game”. He would make them pay for playing with him. They had their fun, and soon, it would be his turn.
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There was grave silence in the courtroom as the judge prepared to speak. The jurors had already given him their verdict, but it was on the judge to confirm it and explain how something like that came to pass.

James already knew what the jurors' verdict was, but the judge looked thoughtful while reading it.

Is he having second thoughts? James thought hopefully. Was there a possibility the judge didn't agree with the verdict? Perhaps he didn't think James was guilty.

But then Judge Liu cleared his throat, snapping James from his thoughts.

"Was the verdict unanimous?" he asked the foreman, Melanie.

James wasn't surprised. That bitch hated him. Then again, that could be said for every person in that courtroom. Part of Bert's betrayal was to turn everybody against him. It was still a shock learning his friend hated him so much.

"Yes, your honor," Melanie replied to him.

Of course, it was unanimous. They were all against him. They had joined forces and plotted to humiliate him and make him feel things he didn't want to feel. To make him relive things he didn't care about the first time around.

"Mr. Arnold, please stand up," the judge said.

Bert was supposed to stand up with him, but his “lawyer” had refused to sit with him, so James was left to fend for himself. He preferred it that way.

Bert had thought he’d won, organizing this trial based on hearsay. Bert wasn't the only one who could play this game.

James had dirt on Bert as well, and he wouldn’t hesitate to use it. Bert’s days were numbered.

As he pondered all that, James obliged and stood up. He didn't look at anyone, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of knowing they'd rattled him.

They would rue the day they chose to be a part of this. They were all done, they just didn't know it yet. And he would make sure Helen never became a lawyer, at least not out of Harvard. And not in Massachusetts.

James felt exposed standing there, but he was determined to endure it all. He would not allow this experience to break him, but to empower him further.

Bert had declared war, and although he was on the way to winning the first battle, James wouldn’t let that discourage him. James would be victorious because he always had been.

What happened during a fake trial held in the middle of nowhere did not matter. It didn't matter what these people knew or thought they knew because in the real world, James was the king, and he would destroy them before they had the chance to do the same to him. Before they had a chance to tell anyone about this.

"As is customary, I will read the full charges first before proceeding to the verdict," the judge explained.

James groaned. He wanted this done so he could get the hell out of there and start plotting his revenge.

"Mr. Arnold, you were charged with two counts of premeditated murder for the murders of Samuel Arnold, and Oliver Rothman, incitement to the suicide of one Michael Delgado, multiple accounts of blackmail, harassment⁠—"

What? James snapped inside his head. What was he talking about? This couldn't be his charges. Helen had said they would only focus on Oliver.

He felt like smacking himself in the forehead for believing a word that came out of her mouth. She'd lied. They'd all lied.

The whole trial made more sense now. Why they'd talked about all those things, and why Helen had asked all those questions.

"The members of the jury find you guilty on all counts," Judge Liu declared.

"No," James objected.

The verdict came as no surprise, but their words had a major impact on him. Although he tried to tell himself none of this mattered, it felt too fucking real. And although he’d never wanted to think about it, he had mental images of how a real trial against him would develop, and he hated every second of it.

"They found without a shadow of a doubt that you tampered with your father’s car, and cut his brakes, which forced a fatal accident," the judge continued.

"I am not guilty. I didn't kill my father," James rebelled.

He was not to blame for what happened. His father had been about to ruin everything. He had been about to disinherit James because he was angry that James refused to follow in his footsteps. James had defended himself and done what needed to be done to survive. His father was a horrible, controlling man, and James had had to break free.

That was all. He'd known his father had a weakness, and he'd attacked it. It wasn't James’ fault that he'd died because of it. Samuel Arnold was the weak one, so he'd actually killed himself.

Everybody ignored his protest as the judge continued. "Later in life, you repeated that same pattern to get rid of your business partner, Oliver Rothman."

"No, that's not true. You are wrong. I wasn't even in the country.”

Oliver had planned to leave after learning that James had hired a PI to spy on the competition. He'd learned that James was using private information against his adversaries to achieve his goals and get what he wanted. Oliver had also learned how he had landed with James in the first place. How James had sabotaged his interviews with other Fortune 500 companies. Oliver was going to leave and take all his projects with him. And James couldn't let that happen. That would have ruined all his plans for the future.

Oliver had betrayed him and would have worked against him if James hadn't done something to stop him. James had worked too hard to let it all be taken from him.

Judge Liu gave him a look, and it was such a stern, commanding thing, that James stopped talking.

"This court also recognizes that you provoked your business partner, Michael Delgado, into committing suicide by releasing incriminating images of him to the public."

It wasn't James’ fault the man was a closeted gay man. It wasn't his fault Michael risked his entire life, his future, his reputation, and his company, to screw a random male prostitute.

James hadn’t forced Michael to have sex with another man. He hadn’t forced him to cheat on his wife or break his child's heart. More to the point, James hadn’t forced him to hide his true nature. Michael made his own decisions. He chose to play a straight man, marry, have kids, and do all kinds of nasty shit behind everybody's back. Michael was the real bad guy, not James.

James saw an opportunity to advance and took it. Nobody should blame him for that. Yet here he was.

"Furthermore, Mr. Arnold," the judge boomed, and that immediately put a stop to James’ train of thought. "You have harassed and bullied many people in your life, too many to count to case by case, but it is this court's right to put a stop to it all."

Put a stop to it? He had no right. No jurisdiction. Besides what he called harassment was smart business, not that a person like the judge could understand something like that. And he dared to judge James for it? This was insanity.

This is not real, and the judge has no power. It was all fake, and these people were insane but James didn't have much time to stop and analyze it.

Perhaps he didn't want to waste his breath knowing it would accomplish nothing. Perhaps he was afraid. They still hadn’t reached his sentencing, and he didn't want to make it worse for himself. He wanted this charade to be over, for them to do their thing and shame him some more, and then, he wanted to get the hell out of there.

It didn't matter that it was snowing, or that the roads were closed, and there was no cell service. He was going to leave, no matter what. There was no chance in hell he would spend a minute longer with these horrible people.

"Mr. Arnold, you have been found guilty of all your crimes."

Those words shook him more than he imagined they could. He needed to leave, and desperately so. Nevertheless, he found himself paralyzed in place.

Why was he punishing himself? What for? He shook his head. He was just drunk, and this was a very stressful, unpleasant experience for him, he rationalized.

"I thank the jurors for their service," the judge said ceremoniously.

James rolled his eyes. Those people were the worst people he’d had the displeasure to meet.

They had all plotted against him, lied, hated him, were jealous of him, and had the audacity to judge him. James would find a way to get back at them. He vowed not to rest until they had suffered the way he had.

"I will now proceed to pass sentencing," the judge continued.

James tuned out for a moment because something else he'd heard in the background caught his attention. He hoped it wasn't just a figment of his imagination, so he concentrated on the muffled sounds resonating around them. It sounded like the snowplows were working in the distance.

If they were finally working around the property, that meant they'd already taken care of the road below. The road that led to James’ freedom. He hoped.

Was that only wishful thinking? James desperately looked about, but nobody was reacting to it.

James had no reason to linger. If he was hearing what he believed he was, then he was out of there in minutes. There would be no long goodbyes because he planned on seeing each of them again. He wanted them to see his face before he destroyed their lives.

He would come up with something extra special for Helen; Bert, too. He was the ringleader, the mastermind, and James would devote all his time and energy to punish his former best friend accordingly. He was going to hurt him so badly that piece of shit would wish he was dead.

Yet for all that to happen, he needed to leave the damn mountain first, so he focused on the sounds in the background while the judge continued to drone on.

Pure relief washed over him when James confirmed that he was indeed hearing snowplows.

Thank fuck, he muttered. He was finally getting out of there.

It had taken them far too much time to complete such a simple task, and James would complain about it once he got home. At the moment, he had more pressing issues.

The anticipation of the moment he would be able to finally jump into his car and escape the place was so overwhelming that James swayed on his feet.

"I sentence you to life in prison for provoking Michael Delgado to commit suicide; a second life sentence for a host of other charges including blackmail and harassment, and finally, I sentence you to death for the capital murders of Oliver Rothman and Samuel Arnold."

What? James tuned back in at the right moment.

Wasn't that a bit redundant? James thought before it dawned on him what the judge had said.

A death sentence?

A freaking death sentence?

"Is that a fucking joke?" James said, not being able to take this any longer.
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Judge Liu had dared to sentence him to death.

James lost his cool for a moment, but that fear had quickly morphed into something else. He went through the same process all the time.

Ever since he was little, he'd feared everyone and everything, not wanting others to discover he was different. He was unique, one of a kind, because he understood, although at that age he couldn't precisely put it into words, that most people reacted badly to those who were different.

However, that fear turned into something else each time he needed it. Call it survivor's instinct, or true nature, the result was the same.

He got freaking pissed.

A death sentence. For him? Is he fucking kidding me? How dare he!

He wasn't a lowlife picked up off the streets because he was involved in some pathetic gang turf war. He was James Arnold, one of the wealthiest people on the planet. He was a one-percenter, and that meant something. It meant he was not to be treated as the common folk. This judge had lost his mind trying this shit on him.

"This has to be a fucking joke," James repeated.

"Mr. Arnold, I will not tolerate such language in my courtroom," Judge Liu snapped.

James couldn't take it anymore. He started to laugh wholeheartedly as everyone looked at him.

Then, he forced himself to sober up. There were a few things he needed to say and wouldn't be able to if he was rolling around, holding his stomach, and laughing his ass off.

"You’re so pathetic, it's beyond funny," he told the judge, although to be fair that was meant for every person in the room.

They were all equally guilty for what happened to him, so they would all be punished accordingly.

“Excuse me, Mr. Arnold. We take this very seriously," the judge said.

That raised another chuckle in James.

"And so should you," he advised. "These were very serious accusations for very serious crimes committed," he lectured. James hated it when someone dared to lecture him.

"Are you so old that you forgot this was a mock trial?" James said with a substantial amount of condescendence. It couldn't be helped. If the old man had lost his marbles, he shouldn't be on the bench to begin with.

"None of this has any impact on real life, especially on my life. You sentencing me means nothing because you are nothing compared to me. You are all nothing."

"I would be pissed too if I had just been exposed for the monster I was," Helen jibed.

James narrowed his eyes, looking at her. "You have no proof I did anything wrong."

She picked up the pile of papers from the desk and started waving it. "What do you call all this?” she challenged.

“A useless pile of paper. Text messages you can’t prove that I sent, and a bunch of testimonies from people desperate to get their fifteen minutes of fame."

"Everything we gathered is concrete proof and easily authenticated," Bert joined in.

James felt so much rage toward that man it was beyond words. He would destroy Bert for doing this to him. Once he was done with him, there would be nothing left, and that was a promise.

"This whole thing was rigged from the start," James argued. "You didn’t even bother to read me the real charges at the beginning of the trial. You lied to me and dragged me here under false pretenses. This mock trial was supposed to be about Oliver."

Part of him wondered why he was bothering to argue with these people in the first place. The rest of him couldn't stop.

"Rest assured that once I return to Boston, I will sue all of you for this. You will all lose your jobs." And then he turned to Helen. "And you won't have a career to begin with."

Judge Liu cleared his throat before saying, "It is in your right, of course, to sue those you believe wronged you; however, you are mistaken in one thing. We did not lie to you. You refused your right to hear the whole of the charges against you.”

Unfortunately, he had him there. James had done that.

"You still lied to me," he insisted. "You should have informed me that the charges were different, and I should have had a competent lawyer. One who defended me." And because it looked like a couple of lawyers were about to do a lawyerly thing — argue to death — and spin the truth to fit their narrative, he continued speaking waving his hand in a dismissive manner. "Not that any of this matters. This whole thing has no real merit and is of no concern to me. And you are all crazy if you think differently.”

James shifted to look at Bert.

“I don’t know what you hoped to accomplish with this trial, ambushing me like this, but this means nothing,” he insisted.

The last person he looked at was the judge. “And this ruling won’t stand, either."

Nobody could sentence him to death, especially since there was no proof that he’d done anything wrong. He hadn’t done anything wrong. There was nothing wrong with defending himself, and whoever tried to claim otherwise wasn't American because that shit was etched in all their souls, woven into their beings, and written in the Constitution.

"Even if you are right about that, we still know what you did. We will know you are nothing but a killer," Bert accused.

James took a step toward the traitor. "You can't prove I killed anybody," he yelled.

"I can and I will," Bert countered in the same manner.

Does he have more proof? Some ace up his sleeve that he didn't bother to share during the trial? James had a moment of doubt. Did Bert possess a smoking gun? James had always made sure nothing could be traced back to him. He was clean and safe.

"You killed at least three people that we know of, but once the ball gets rolling, who knows how many more skeletons we’ll find in your closet?" Bert accused.

"I didn't kill anybody." And that was true. James had defended himself and used people's weaknesses against them. That was no crime. If anything, they’d killed themselves.

Bert took a step toward him. "You killed your father. You cut his fucking brakes knowing he would get into his car and crash." Bert's speech was so forceful that spittle landed on James’ face. "You did the same thing to Oliver, knowing he was leaving, knowing he planned to expose you. And you made Michael's life so miserable that he felt like the only way to escape you was to end it all. You, James, are nothing but a killer, and I — we — are going to expose you to the world, so you can be punished accordingly."

James’ heart was beating so fast, it felt as though it was running away. Beads of sweat appeared all over his forehead.

"Father tried to disinherit me, Oliver was weak, and he demanded I pay millions in damages to the families who lost their jobs during company mergers, threatening he would go public with some documents if I didn't. And Michael was a pervert who lied to his wife and child. I'm the bad guy for defending myself? I don't think so."

"You killed them because they saw the real you, the monster," Bert accused.

"You can't prove I killed anybody, even if I did," James snapped. "There's no proof. I made sure of it. This was a poor attempt at entrapment that didn’t work. And if you continue to bother me, I will not only sue all of you, but I will make sure you get what you deserve.”

“Was that a death threat, James?” Bert challenged.

James realized he might have gone too far, but there was no backing down now. He couldn't. Not when these lunatics threatened to destroy everything that he'd worked so hard to accomplish. All they knew how to do was to judge. They didn't understand the sacrifices he'd made to achieve everything he had.

"If you continue to harass me, I will make sure you all lose your licenses, especially you Bert, and you, Judge," he threatened in desperation.

He turned to glare at Helen. "And I guarantee you will never become a lawyer."

"I’m not afraid of you," she snapped in return.

"You should be because I’m not fucking around. When I strike, I won't be playing stupid games. There will be nothing ‘mock’ about my moves. And you will all regret going against me in the first place. I am too powerful, and too connected, to go down without a fight."

"Do your worst’ we’re not afraid," Bert said, resigned. "You will pay for all the things you did."

No. James would not allow him to ruin everything. At the same time, there was no reasoning with these lunatics. He needed to get the hell out of there. He couldn't defend himself properly with all these people ganging up on him. He couldn't think straight surrounded by so many enemies.

They know too much, he thought with trepidation. But how? Not even Bert was supposed to know that much. James had kept all that to himself; at least he thought he had. Had he made a mistake somewhere?

Then again, they had nothing concrete, or they wouldn't be making a fake trial on a mountain. They would have reported him to the police.

Which meant they were fishing. This was all just speculation.

"You should be afraid," James said. "And you are the ones who are going to pay."

"I wouldn't be so sure about that," Bert said crossing his arms across his chest, a gesture that looked more ridiculous than menacing because of his belly. However, there was a certain confidence in his tone and his posture that surprised James.

"I'm not bluffing, Bert," James insisted.

"Neither am I. You made a mistake, James. And that means game over for you."

"What are you talking about?" James said. The man went insane.

"You just confessed to committing two murders and provoking a suicide in front of a room full of witnesses," James said smugly.

Did I do that? James couldn't remember. He'd said a lot of things in the heat of the moment, but before he started to panic, he realized there was no reason for concern. It all came down to what Bert could prove, and since he had jack shit, James was safe. "It's your word against mine," he pointed out.

Bert chuckled. "Did I fail to mention this place is covered with security cameras?"

James looked around, trying to spot the cameras. Bert was right; the place was monitored.

Fuck.

How had he failed to see them? Probably because he was so used to them. Fuck, fuck.

"Since two of the security cameras are in this room," Bert pointed at them, "we have all the evidence we need."

No, that can't be right. He hadn’t known he was being recorded. That must be illegal. The video meant nothing. He began to spiral. "That's inadmissible."

"Look who learned to use such a big word," Bert mocked.

"Fuck you, Bert," James growled. "You tricked me into saying something I didn't mean, which means that recording is useless. It proves nothing."

"Are you still that delusional?" Bert asked.

James was panicking. He'd made a mistake. Instead of arguing with these people, he should have just left. It wasn't his fault. They'd tricked him.

"It's over, James. It's done. You are done."

"No," James rebelled. He would fight until the end. He would find a way to win. He would hire the best lawyers to deal with these liars. He would raise havoc. Nobody could touch him. He was untouchable. He was indestructible.

First, he needed to deal with those tapes. He had to find the security room and destroy the evidence that could potentially be used against him.

He was about to flee the room when a female staff member walked in. It was the same girl who worked at the front desk, whose name he hadn't bothered to remember. For whatever reason, she wore the biggest smile on her face.

He was sure that she was there to reprimand them for making so much noise. Not that he cared. He was about to chase her out when something occurred to him. She would know where the security room was located.

"I am happy to announce that the roads are now open,"' she said, breaking his train of thought. "You are free to depart at your convenience."

"Thanks, Wendy." Bert nodded at her.

James felt relief. He was free. This was his opportunity to remove himself from this situation and to bid farewell to the people who were trying to hurt him for no good reason.

Without saying anything, he marched toward the door.

The girl was in his way.

"Move." He shoved past her and fled toward his freedom.


THIRTY-SEVEN

JAMES


James was hyperventilating as he rushed through the corridors toward the main exit. All kinds of thoughts swirled inside his head, combining to cause his heart to race. There was no air. He had to get outside and get some fucking air.

He was shaken to the core by what had happened. Bert had planned this from the start. He'd tried to trick him into confessing, but he hadn’t succeeded. He'd lied about the cameras, James tried to rationalize.

James ignored someone calling to him from the reception area as he passed it on his way to freedom. He was a man on a mission.

He had to get the fuck out of there.

Sentenced to death. He swallowed hard. Getting outside, he started gulping for air. Even though it was freezing, James was sweating profusely. He was breathing hard, but he continued to feel like he couldn't get enough air into his lungs. It was that damn mountain. He had to get the fuck out of there. Immediately. He couldn't waste any more time lingering. And he didn't want to give Bert the chance to catch up with him and continue arguing.

He also forced himself to stop thinking about what had happened because that was only making him feel all kinds of things he didn't like feeling. Those people had ambushed him. They'd lied to him, humiliated him, and tried to entrap him. Nevertheless, he'd saved himself. That was all that mattered.

You are sentenced to death, that ridiculous judge had said. Now that was fucking hilarious. They were delusional to think they'd accomplished anything with that fake trial. The only thing they accomplished was placing them on his radar. They wouldn't even see him coming. They'd tried the sneak approach and failed, now it was his turn to show them how it was done.

He’d been sentenced to death, and although he tried to make light of it, it bothered him.

James checked his surroundings. The snow had slowed to nothing more than a few specks fluttering to the ground, which pleased him. More importantly, the paths were freshly plowed, wet, but snow-free.

Now that was a relief, a beautiful sight for sore eyes because it meant nothing was preventing him from leaving.

I need to get my car.

James decided he wouldn’t even bother to fetch his luggage. They could keep everything. There was no going back inside because there was no telling what other misfortune could befall him. James was not a superstitious type, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

He had his mobile phone, which was the most important thing. He didn't care about anything else.

My laptop, fuck. He had a moment of doubt. There were some pretty sensitive things on it, and he didn't like the thought of leaving it behind. However, he was going to. He would have Eric take care of his things once he was on the road and able to contact his PA.

Nobody came out to help him — typical because this place was run by idiots, and the perfect ending to a disastrous stay at the lodge — so James started walking toward the garage. At least he believed that was the garage since he’d seen the valet drive his car in that direction.

His car was the only thing he needed; the rest he could easily replace.

As he walked, he saw the side garage door opening, and on impulse, he decided to hide, although he wasn't sure why. There was a small wooden cabin between the garage and lodge, and he ducked inside.

Luckily, the door was open, and there was nobody inside.

It was a private suite with a big bed in the middle of the room, a small kitchenette above it on a platform, and a bathroom to the side. James looked through the window to see who was leaving the garage and felt relief that he'd decided to get the hell out of there.

Chase was walking down the path James had just been on.

James didn't want to be forced to have a confrontation with him as well. Then again, he had been absent from today's trial, so maybe he hadn’t heard what happened.

Had he been absent because he didn't approve of what the others had done to me? It didn't matter; James still didn't like that boy.

He found it curious the boy chose to spend his free time in the garage. Once a grease monkey, always a grease monkey, he thought with disgust.

James was no idiot. It was suspicious and raised a lot of questions knowing Chase had skipped the trial to hang out in the garage that belonged to the lodge.

And then James spotted something else. Chase was carrying a large toolkit.

James frowned. Had Chase been fixing someone's car? It was ridiculous to think that the boy had brought his tools on vacation. Such limited thinking was the reason James didn't like associating with such people in the first place.

And then something else occurred to him.

The kid had worked as a state executioner. He'd dealt with people on death row. More accurately put, he was the one killing people who were sentenced to death.

Involuntarily, he remembered what the judge had said to him. "I sentence you to death for the capital murders of Oliver Rothman and Samuel Arnold."

That filled him with unease. The judge had sentenced him to death in the fake trial. And if these people were crazy enough to plan such an elaborate scheme, to put on a false trial for crimes they believed he'd committed, and find him guilty, then James was sure they had no problem hiring someone to execute those sentences.

Oh my God, Chase is here to kill me, he realized as his heart beat a little bit faster. What if Chase was there to pick up his toolbox because he had stashed all kinds of weapons inside? Weapons he could use on James.

A chill passed up his spine. It was all orchestrated from the beginning and down to the smallest detail, he thought with dread.

I bet he would be more than happy to use those weapons on me.

James knew Chase hated him, although the hatred seemed too grand to be over a girl. Either way, at least he hadn’t hid his animosity. Unlike others who lied and pretended. As it turned out, they all hated him, because they were jealous of him, of his success. They were small-minded people who reached their potential only to realize they were not so great to begin with.

Not that any of it was James’ fault. They were set to destroy him because they couldn't stand seeing someone reaching their fullest potential and winning in life. James was sure that was what had been happening, and it was chilling to learn the depths of this plot.

It took an eternity for Chase to move past where James was hiding. His suit was soaked with sweat, but he didn't care. All he cared about was escaping the mountain and these people because now he understood the seriousness of the situation.

Before, he only believed them crazy, now, seeing Chase with that box, he understood they were homicidal, too. It was terrifying to learn that he was surrounded by crazy people who were plotting his demise.

Apart from Bert, this was the first time he'd met any of these people. He'd never heard of them before or seen them in passing. They hadn’t existed to him until a couple of days ago.

He’d never done anything bad to Bert, either. He'd been his closest confidant for years and made him beyond rich, including him in all kinds of deals although there was no particular reason to do so. James had done that out of the kindness of his heart because he wanted to reward Bert’s loyalty, although now that sounded like a joke, and this was how Bert had decided to repay him. By stabbing him in the back, revealing his secrets to strangers, and bringing in a state executioner to end his life.

James had known something was happening with Bert and he'd been right, although even his gut feeling couldn't have predicted Bert would try to kill him.

What a bunch of hypocrites. They had the audacity to accuse him of being a bad guy, of murdering people, when they were about to do the same. They were far worse than James because they were prepared to end his life in cold blood. It was all premeditated.

In his entire life, James had never done anything remotely the same. He'd merely defended himself when his life was in jeopardy.

Once James made sure that Chase had gone inside and wouldn't be returning, it was time to proceed and escape the asylum.

He left his hiding place and proceeded toward the garage with haste. It bothered him that Chase had been in there in the first place, but he had more pressing issues and decided to ignore the feeling.

He was sure that the angry mob created by the crazy lawyers and judge with Bert as a leader would be coming his way any minute, so he didn't have time to spare.

Although Bert had created this madness, James knew that Melanie, Judge Liu, Helen, and Chase had wholeheartedly participated.

Helen calling him terrible came to mind.

Back then, he'd thought she'd said that because Bert had poisoned her against him to prevent her from sleeping with him; now, he wasn't so sure. There was a chance she'd said that because she believed the accusations against him had merit. That he was guilty of all those deaths, which wasn't true.

It was a lost cause right from the start. Helen would never have slept with him because she'd believed he was a murderer, and that was Bert's fault. That much was true. He'd told all those lies about James and turned them all against him.

They were all guilty now. They had agreed to participate in this madness and collaborated to humiliate him, and James would make them pay. It was as simple as that.

I can't believe they want to kill me, he stressed as he walked, constantly looking over his shoulder, expecting to find them running after him with pitchforks, but nobody was coming after him. Yet. He was sure that could change in an instant, so he didn't feel like lingering, especially after seeing Chase with his toolbox of weapons.

They want to end my life because of a fake trial. That sent shudders through his body. It was surreal that something like this was happening. James felt like he was in a horror movie. It was hard to comprehend that this could happen to a man like him.

Up until this point, he'd thought company espionage was the worst thing that could happen to him.

He was wrong.

He was so very wrong. It had turned out that this fun weekend, during which he was supposed to drink, ski, and have sex was the worst thing that had ever happened to him. All because a bunch of crazy lawyers, led by his best friend, had ambushed him with a mock trial, where he was confronted with all kinds of rumors, hearsay against him, and then sentenced to death. To fucking death, as though, they were in the Middle Ages.

It sounded like a movie plot, but this was real life. His life, and it was hanging by a thread, as long as he was on this mountain, surrounded by these murderous lunatics. It was still unfathomable to him that in the twenty-first century, among civilized men, something like this had occurred. That an angry mob was gathered and ready to lynch him.

Which was precisely why he had to escape. Once he was someplace safe, surrounded by bodyguards, he would know how to deal with these people swiftly and thoroughly.

And I will have no mercy. Yet first, he had to get the hell out of there, which was not easy.

Bert had chosen his battlefield perfectly, in the middle of nowhere, with James cut off from everything he held dear: his connections and money. However, James had won in the end, managing to escape quite easily.

Although there was a chance he was getting ahead of himself. He still wasn't out of the woods, so to speak.

He turned to look behind him. Nobody was rushing out of the main building after him, not even Chase, and that was a relief. It meant he still had some time. He didn't slow his pace.

Finally reaching the garage, he made sure to close the door behind him. He didn't want to tip others off where he'd gone to.

He moved carefully, not sure who or what he would encounter until he realized the place was deserted. Only the cars were inside, and nothing else.

James sighed with relief.


THIRTY-EIGHT

JAMES


As it turned out it was a smart move to hide from Chase because there was no telling what that maniac would have tried to do if James had confronted him outside.

James didn't waste too much time patting himself on the back for having the sense to hide and rushed to find his car so he could get the hell out of there. Time was of the essence. There was no telling what those maniacs would try to do next. They had to know he was about to flee. What sane person would stay after they'd sentenced him to death?

Should I disable their vehicles? That sounded logical, but he had no idea what cars belonged to the guests and what cars belonged to the staff members. Although that could be easily determined. Cars that looked like they were better suited for junkyards belonged to the working class.

I would have to disable them all to be on the safe side, he realized. He didn’t have that much time to waste.

It would give him an advantage, but those lunatics could catch him mid-work, and then it was all for nothing. So, he abandoned that idea and returned to his original plan: Find his car and drive away.

Where's Chase's car? he thought in passing. He was a lowly mechanic, so he'd probably hitched a ride with Helen. He looked like the type to mooch off his girlfriend.

Finding his car, he was once again reassured all would be well in the end, but there was a problem. The keys weren't inside.

Fuck.

What kind of idiot valet doesn't leave keys with the car?

Getting back out of the car, James started to look around. He spotted a small wooden rack by the garage door and rushed to inspect it. All the keys were hanging on small pegs. Grabbing his set, he rushed back and got inside.

He instantly felt better, as though he could finally breathe again. James started the car and drove toward the exit, excruciatingly slowly, not wanting to crash into other cars.

The idiot who'd parked the car hadn't listened to him. James had demanded his car be placed near the exit, but the imbecile had parked it as far from the exit as possible.

James navigated through the maze of cars toward the exit. And then something dawned on him. This was the first time he'd gotten behind the wheel since his father died without checking under the hood to make sure everything was in working order.

That filled him with unease, but he didn't feel like stopping or getting out of the car. He felt much safer inside.

Considering the car had been snowed in for days like the rest of them, James decided not to think twice about that small oversight. It works perfectly, as it should.

The garage door opened on its own and James drove outside. That felt like the first step toward his freedom. But then, he frowned. James had to drive past the main building to reach the road that led out of that damn place, and that filled him with unease.

What are they going to do, jump in front of the car? Even if they did, James would not slow down or stop, no matter what.

He couldn't say with utmost certainty if he saw them or if it was a trick of the light, but he could have sworn he saw Bert watching him through the window, and he wasn't alone, as James drove by.

James barely suppressed the urge to wave. He didn't because he didn't want to acknowledge their presence in the first place.

He'd already said what he needed to, and the next time he stood in front of them, it would be to sue their asses.

He would make sure they wound up in prison for what they’d done to him; kidnapped him and tried to kill him. Heads needed to roll. Especially Bert's.

James was still seething from that betrayal.

I gave him everything, and this is how he repays me. That bastard is finished. James stopped himself there because he had to pay attention to his driving. Especially since he was still a little tipsy from the drinks he’d had before the judge had sentenced him. He wasn’t worried, though. He drove drunk better them most people did sober.

Turning on the main road proved to be slightly more challenging than it should have been, considering he was driving a brand-new car. Then again, it had stayed unused in the freezing temperatures, he tried to rationalize, and the road was still shitty, although the snow was cleaned from it. He needed to be extra careful and mind his speed, even though he wanted to get the fuck out of there as fast as possible.

"What the—" he started to curse as his car swayed to the left.

Although the road looked freshly cleared of snow, there were still patches here and there that he had to maneuver around. The road was also wet, which made matters more difficult.

And then the sun finally broke through, and James noted how the road wasn't wet but sparkly.

Oh shit, he thought, realization dawning on him.

The back end of the car started to sway, and his first instinct was to slam on the brakes, hard, but he didn't. Instead, he turned the wheel in hopes of steadying it.

In the process, he knocked a few safety cones out of the way. He hadn’t realized they were there.

Focus, asshole.

The car accelerated just a little because he was going downhill, and he eased up on the accelerator, knowing that speeding would be a terrible mistake. The car kept going.

Something's wrong. Just as he had that thought, James found that the road was one big icy sheet.

Fuck, fuck. Turning back was not an option, and not because that would be an impossible maneuver on the narrow road, but because those people back in the lodge wanted to kill him.

He had no choice but to proceed.

Once again, he tried adjusting the speed, but it made no freaking difference. Why is there so much ice on the damn road?

The answer came to him almost instantly. The plows had finished clearing the snow, but the salt trucks were still making their slow progress up the hill.

That stupid girl had made a mistake, Wendy what's-her-name, that staffer at the front desk. She'd said the roads were open, safe for passage, and that was a lie. She screwed up, screwed him big time, and that pissed him off. He was now driving on ice because of an incompetent girl who didn't know the difference between a plowed road and one that was safe for traffic.

James still couldn't remember her name. Valerie? Vanessa? It didn't matter. She was fired all the same. James would make sure all the staff members lost their jobs because they'd made this terrible weekend even more unbearable.

If the management protested, he would buy the lodge and then fire them all himself. That thought almost made him smile. He liked the idea of owning that place. Perhaps next time, he could trap Bert there, prevent him from leaving, and torture him with sobriety.

Now that would be fun.

First things first, he had to get off the damn mountain. And once he was finally home and safe, he would punish all of those who did him wrong. Especially that girl who gave the green light for them to leave when she shouldn't have. He was going to ruin her career because this freaking road was dangerous, and she was the reason he was on it in the first place.

The road was difficult even when it wasn’t icy; now, it was borderline deadly.

You can do this, he tried to give himself a pep talk, feeling like he was free-falling without a parachute. Those kinds of thoughts were counterproductive at times like this though, so he ignored them.

Having no other choice, James slowly pressed forward, desperate to reach the bottom of the mountain. He planned to drive without stopping until he reached the airport where his private airplane awaited. He wanted to get home, return to his life, and forget this miserable weekend had ever happened. He would not, however, forget the people who'd made sure he had such a weekend in the first place.

After a long shower and a glass of his most expensive whiskey, he would call Eric and fire him, because he had proven how incompetent he was, leaving him to rot on that mountain instead of getting him the help he needed. And once that was settled, he would fire Bert.

What if Bert started talking? Not only that, what if all others opened their big mouths as well?

Even though they had no proof, slander could reach many ears and mess things up for James. He couldn't let them destroy everything based on something he'd said while drunk and angry. It wasn't his fault they were set on destroying him, although it was his fault that he'd lost his temper.

If those security cameras had recorded him saying all those things, then he was in serious trouble.

I will find a good, expensive lawyer to file injunctions or whatever they are called to prevent them from talking about this weekend. Something like that had to keep their mouths shut.

What if cell service is back and Bert calls the police on me? What if they’re waiting for me at the airport?

That thought raised a lot of uneasiness. After what had happened, nothing was beyond Bert.

What am I going to do? He started to panic. If he couldn't go home, then where? He was sure he would be able to get out of this mess eventually, but for something like that to happen, James needed to be free. Things would get complicated if he was arrested.

James felt like raging as he realized he couldn't go home. He forced himself to calm down and find a solution.

The key was to get to his private plane and then fly to a country without an extradition treaty. He had no idea which countries those were, but he would Google it. He was sure he could hide someplace in Latin America while the dust settled.ss

He liked that idea very much, especially since his billions of dollars would stretch forever in one of those countries.

He could live like a king in the USA without having to lift a finger for the rest of his life, but he would be like a god to those poor people in Latin America, and he liked that even better.

He had no intention of staying idle. He would find a way to get his revenge. He would punish Bert for stabbing him in the back, and then he would destroy the lives of everyone who’d participated in the mock trial. He would buy the lodge so he could change the management and all the staff members. Last but not least, he would shift the base of his operations someplace else.

He liked the idea of moving his company someplace tropical. He was in Boston because he had been born in Boston, but now, he realized what a narrow-minded way of thinking that was. He needed to spread his wings to continue to thrive.

Reaching the first cliff-side curve, James tried to brake, knowing he had to be even more careful because of the ice.

The brakes didn’t work.

Fuck, fuck!

He pressed the brake pedal like crazy but nothing happened. James urged himself not to panic because that could cost him his life. He pulled the emergency brake next, but that just sent his car into a spin.

Fuuuuuuck!

No matter what he did or which way he tried to turn the wheel, he was spinning forward to his demise. And just like that, he went off the edge of the road.

The fall stretched out into infinity. And for whatever reason, Chase with his toolkit came to mind. He had been coming out of the garage. He worked with cars. He was a fucking mechanic. In his fear, James had failed to see the most obvious thing.

Chase had cut his brake lines. In the end, Chase was his executioner.

No, no, no. This couldn't be the end. He couldn't die like this. He didn't want to die. It wasn't fair. He panicked, desperate, trapped.

NO!

James crashed into the trees below the cliff.

They killed me, was his last thought before pain and then nothingness.
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Helen couldn't stop shaking. What have we done? she asked herself over and over.

Ever since James had stormed out after the sentencing, a bunch of people, Bert included, had gone after him, but not Helen. She had stayed put.

The gravity of the situation had finally sunk in and she just sat on the floor, not able to move an inch.

Why did James have to run away?

If he'd stayed, he would have ended up in prison; Bert and the rest would have made sure of that. But James had run. And they couldn't allow something like that to happen. They'd had to install a fail-safe system to prevent him from escaping justice like he had many times in the past. Chase had made sure James had no means of escaping, whether he knew that or not.

Unfortunately, James had fled, and Helen knew what that meant.

A death sentence.

What have we done? How are we any better than he was?

For so long she had been just a shell of a girl after what had happened to her father, while inside, she was a raging ball of anger who wanted to destroy the world with her fury. She had been angry for so long that she’d convinced herself they were doing the right thing.

This wasn't who she wanted to be. She didn't want that responsibility on her shoulders. She didn't want to possess power over life and death. Yet here she was.

I just killed a man, she thought as tears streamed down her face. She’d killed him like he’d killed someone dear to her. How am I any better? She couldn't deal with the feelings rising inside.

Helen considered herself to be a decent person who knew the lines between good and evil. Those lines were blurred once her father had died.

He had been her idol, the center of her universe, and when he killed himself after that huge scandal shook their family, nothing mattered anymore.

Her whole world was shattered because some man had decided to interfere in her father's business. He'd coveted what her father had, and that had changed everything.

Learning her father had a whole different life that he led parallel to the one he had with her and her mother was hard, but it was nothing compared to the pain she experienced once he was gone. They were left with nothing because James had taken everything.

He'd taken everything from her, and she'd wanted to take everything from him. She'd wanted to make him suffer. Those feelings had changed her.

She didn't like it one bit. She couldn't stand that James had destroyed her life without remorse, thinking only about personal gain. She also didn't like how he, with his actions, had changed her.

What have we done? What have I done?

She'd allowed all her hate to blind her. She'd allowed her desire for revenge to overshadow everything, and now, she didn't have the faintest idea how to move forward with her life.

"Helen?" Chase entered the conference room they'd used for the trials and came to sit next to her.

Chase, her fake boyfriend.

That was a lie they'd told James to justify his presence, but James had tried to be with her all the same. What a disgusting man.

A dead man, even if he didn't know it yet.

By the look on Chase’s face, she knew without asking that it was done. She'd wondered if he would go through it, but she should have known he wouldn't hesitate. He was like her, consumed by feelings of revenge against James.

There is no going back, she thought, and that sent another shudder through her body. He is dead if he gets into that car.

She wasn't naive enough to hope James would survive. There would be no surviving that road. Not with cut brakes and ice on the road. One of the reasons they'd chosen this mountain in the first place was because it was so difficult to reach it, and even more difficult to leave it, especially under these circumstances.

She hadn't wanted this. She'd wanted him to be punished for all the evil he'd done. The ideal outcome would be for him to go to prison, but they didn't live in an ideal world. If they had, her father would still be alive. Chase's father, Oliver, would still be alive, too.

Living in such an imperfect world meant they needed to get creative when punishing bad guys. She and Chase and Bert had been in on it from the beginning. They hadn't met by chance. They had all been recruited, in a way, to be a part of this plan.

This was always going to be a one-way trip for James. She had hoped he would leave in handcuffs, but he'd decided to perish on the mountain. Perhaps that was a more fitting ending. Perhaps that was what he deserved after killing two people in the same manner. In a way, it was like he was killing himself, choosing to follow his nature. Choosing to flee instead of dealing with the consequences of his actions.

All the people he'd wronged were avenged, and yet, she felt hollow.

"Are you all right?" Chase asked her softly.

"What have we done?" Helen choked out.

"What needed to be done," he replied.

It was a simple answer and not a satisfying one.

Helen closed her eyes. Were things that simple?

"Are you sure?"

Chase hugged her. "I know you feel bad now, but we did what needed to be done to stop that monster. But hold on to that feeling because that's how you know you're still you, still a good person."

"I don't feel like me anymore. I don't feel like a good person," she complained as a few more tears fell down her cheeks.

She had hated that man so much, for such a long time, and yet, she felt bad it had ended this way.

"You are," Chase insisted.

Helen knew he was trying to help, but he was only making matters worse because as she confessed to him, she didn't feel like a good person, at least not anymore. Not after accepting the opportunity to be part of this group, and executing this plan. She cringed inwardly at the usage of the word “execute”. That’s what they had done to James.

All actions had consequences. And them joining forces, deciding to end James’ killing spree, would result in his death. She could try and rationalize it all, but the reality of things would always remain the same. James would be dead shortly, and they had made it happen.

"Do you feel the same way?" Helen asked him after a short silence.

"Nope," Chase replied without a thought. "I'm glad that bastard is going to die. He's getting what he deserves. It's karma, considering he killed my father the same way."

Just like Helen, Chase had to mourn his father and be angry at the world when he’d died. He also couldn’t get over the fact that his father, had died in a car accident that was engineered by somebody else, and that he couldn’t bring the guilty party to justice. At least that was what they'd all thought before meeting Bert and the others.

It was probably a bit macabre that they'd bonded over their losses and their thirst for revenge.

Helen thought about his reply. She wished she could be more like him, and not feel this way. She wished she could be glad that James was about to die, glad it was all over, and nothing else.

"Besides," he continued, "this is the only way to get justice for all his victims.”

Helen nodded, trying to look at things that way. James had hurt a lot of people, and stopping him permanently was the only way to make sure he wouldn't hurt any more.

"Come on; let's join the others," Chase urged, getting up.

Helen nodded again and he helped her to her feet.

"Let's go," she agreed with a sigh, wiping the remnants of tears from her face.

James was going to get what he deserved, and this was the last time she would think about him or question her decisions. What's done is done.

Rot in hell, you monster, she started to pray.
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Bertram

Bertram had done what he'd set out to do, and he thought he would feel something after it was done.

But he was empty. Numb.

It was hard to contemplate a world without James Arnold in it, especially since they'd known one another for twenty years. His relationship with James had lasted longer than all his marriages combined. And that was depressing.

Bertram tried not to look too closely into that phenomenon. How James, a murderer and a psychopath, had been the only constant in his life.

Until today.

After James drove away in his car, glancing toward the lodge in passing, thinking he'd escaped justice, Bertram had slowly walked to the bar thinking it was over, and ordered a double shot of tequila.

He would think about his sobriety tomorrow. Today, he just needed something to snap him from his state.

He was normally a vodka guy like every other self-respecting alcoholic, but he felt like celebrating, and tequila was his celebratory drink. His and James’, no matter how horrible that sounded.

And at that thought, Bertram planned to get himself good and drunk.

They had stopped a very bad man from continuing to do bad things. Had Bertram wished for a different outcome? Maybe, maybe not. Deep down, he'd always known it would come to this, with James dead, because James wasn't a man who would surrender. He had escaped justice so many times in his life that he'd convinced himself he was invincible.

I guess we proved him wrong.

Bertram downed his drink. It had been a while since he'd drank the stuff. It burned nicely. It was so good that part of him wanted to remain drunk on tequila forever.

Wendy, the girl who managed reception, entered the bar, placed an unmarked thumb drive next to him, and left without a word. He knew it was the evidence they would have used against James if he had surrendered and turned himself in to the police. Bertram hadn't been bluffing. The conference room had cameras that recorded everything that happened throughout the mock trial.

Sadly, James had chosen a different path, and that meant that the video of his confession would be destroyed.

Better if the world didn't know what had happened on this mountain. If they were led to believe that James lost his life in a terrible car accident while trying to drive in extreme weather as opposed to running away from justice, then maybe that was all right.

It was enough that the participants of this experiment knew the truth. It was enough that Helen and Chase had confronted the murderer who'd killed their fathers, and avenged them.

It was enough because it had to be enough.

Bertram raised his head from the bar, from the full glass he was staring at, to look out the window. In the distance, he could see the smoke rising from the road. And he knew that could mean only one thing.

I am sorry it had to come to this James, he said in prayer. Although he'd learned to despise the monster, he still loved the boy he’d grown up with.

At that moment, Chase and Helen entered the bar together. It was apparent that she was upset about something but refused to let that hinder her. He admired her strength; Chase's, too.

Bertram pointed at the smoke in the distance.

"It's done," he announced, downing another drink.


FORTY

BERTRAM


Bertram and his co-conspirators sat together in the common room. They talked about everything that had happened, and about what had led to this tragedy.

They hadn't spoken about the conspiracy since several police officers milled about. They shared a rehearsed version of the events that were highly edited for law enforcement.

They had stayed together, knowing there was strength in numbers. And in times like this, they needed to draw a little bit of strength from each other.

Although they had agreed to participate believing they were doing the right thing, that didn't mean it was easy. Bertram had an almost out-of-body experience as he watched it unfold.

Once it became apparent that James had had an accident, they gathered, came up with a matching story, and then had Wendy call the police after Chase had turned off the signal-jammers. They'd had them so they could prevent James from phoning his PA or anyone else to hire a helicopter and get off the mountain.

Shortly after the police were called, all kinds of emergency services made their way up the road to the spot where James had crashed, and then others had come to speak with them at the lodge.

They all did what they were supposed to. The emergency services tried to retrieve James’ body from the wrecked car — or at least what was left of him after the fire — by using a helicopter. Bertram played the part of the concerned, then grieving, friend to perfection.

He explained to the officers how they'd gathered there to have a nice weekend away from the city, away from their busy lives and stressful jobs. And he expressed sadness, stating that James had been in a hurry to leave despite the warnings from the staff members about the unsafe road.

"There was no stopping him. He was determined to leave for his meeting," Bertram explained.

He didn't feel guilty about lying because it was for the greater good. Even though they’d won, though, Bert didn't feel like a winner. Too much was lost to consider this a victory. Then again, James wouldn't be able to hurt anybody else in the future, so there was some comfort in that.

After the police questioned each person in their party, they were left to alone in the common room.

"I don't think they'll find anything; just a bunch of ashes," Chase said at some point.

"I didn't think he would burn up in this weather," Melanie followed up.

It was surreal and macabre that they were having this conversation; at least Bertram thought so. Then again, he understood the necessity. They were all rattled by what had happened and needed a way to make peace with it.

It didn't matter that they'd planned to be here with James, confronting him, from the start. Tampering with his brakes was always plan B, and it was pretty sobering it had to come to that because James was stubborn to the end and refused to admit that he’d done anything wrong.

That was the part Bertram struggled with the most. James had remained defiant to the end, and that seriously pissed him off. It showed him how devoid of humanity James had been, and yet, Bertram had worked with the guy for years.

Nothing could prepare him for that, although they had planned this encounter for months, and Bertram had pictured this very moment inside his head countless times. Reality and fantasy were two very different things.

When the actual moment came, Bertram had felt detached. It was as strange as it was all-consuming. And when it passed, only fear remained.

Not fear of discovery. Bertram wasn't afraid the police officers would arrest him for what he did to James.

He feared they would come to tell him that James had survived. That was something Bertram couldn't bear hearing after all they'd done and sacrificed.

James’ survival would be the biggest tragedy.

Luckily, it hadn’t come to that. James had died after losing control of his car on the icy road and flying over the cliff, crashing in a fiery explosion of twisted metal. Chase reassured them that the job he'd done on the brakes was impeccable. Whoever inspected the car would not be able to find traces of foul play, if there were even any pieces of the car left for them to investigate.

That was comforting. It would be very bad if James destroyed more lives in his death. All of his evil deeds should die with him, so they could all go on to live in peace.

Bertram stood up to stretch his legs for a bit. He had been sitting for a long time, and by the time the police finished with them, he didn't even feel tipsy anymore.

Surprisingly, he didn't want another drink.

Was that my last drink? he wondered. He might be feeling like that because of all the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

"I told him it wasn't safe to drive yet, but he stormed away, talking about some business meeting," Bertram heard Wendy tell one of the police officers.

She was an impressive actress. She, too, had been in on it from the beginning. She knew everything because she was part of their group.

Her family had been affected by a deal James had made years ago, leaving them bankrupt, so she was more than willing to help them set this whole thing in motion.

She'd even gotten the job at the lodge so she could be their inside man when the situation called for it.

Even now, it was hard for Bertram to wrap his head around how all of this came to be. He had not been the mastermind; he’d merely fulfilled his role in a much greater scheme.

Bertram had been pretty oblivious to what James had been doing. Of course, he'd known some of the deals James had made were on the shady side. He'd known there would be collateral damage in the form of people losing their jobs during company mergers, and he'd turned a blind eye, telling himself that was how business was conducted on high levels. However, he'd never suspected James had had a murderous side.

Until Natalia had approached him and opened his eyes. Natalia the patroness had shared a very disturbing story with him, and that had changed everything.

He’d never questioned why Natalia had needed so much time to come forward and share everything she knew because Bertram understood that her position was the most difficult one.

She'd also located Chase and Helen and offered them the opportunity to do something against James. They’d formed this crazy plan together. The plan had worked because Natalia and Bertram knew enough information about James.

Without all the information, they wouldn't have been able to accomplish anything. And it didn't matter that it was all circumstantial because everyone knew that if there was smoke, there was fire. They had been right.

James was guilty of everything. His death had proved that.

"Where is she?" Helen approached him to ask.

She didn't have to specify; Bertram knew she was asking about Natalia.

"I think she's talking to her attorney," Bertram explained.

Helen nodded. "You think she'll blame us for what happened?" she wondered, and it was obvious by the way she looked at him that this was something she struggled with and felt guilty about.

Bertram patted her shoulder. "I think she’ll understand."

Just as Bertram uttered those words, James’ mother Natalia entered the room.

All eyes turned to her because she was the reason they were there in the first place.

Natalia looked sad. Despite everything, she was mourning the loss of her son. And that was understandable. Although she’d accepted that James was a psychopath and a murderer, she had still given birth to him and loved him.

Bertram didn't want to be in her shoes, but he admired her strength.

He wished he had some comforting words to share with the woman, but everything he came up with sounded hollow. She deserved more than that. Much more.

She was the hero who was brave enough to sacrifice her son for the greater good.

After greeting everyone, she sat on one of the sofas, and Bertram went to sit next to her. Instead of saying anything, he took her hand in his, offering silent comfort. By the looks of the small smile she offered in return, she understood.

They were the only two people who knew James; the good, bad, and everything between. So, it was understandable they were processing this differently from the others.

When this whole thing started, Bertram had asked Natalia why she was doing this. Her answer would forever be etched into his brain, heart, and whatever was left of his soul.

“I gave birth to a monster who killed my husband and then went on to destroy countless other lives. Sometimes quite literally. And for years, I succumbed to fear, worrying for my life, burying my head in the sand, and pretending not to know what was going on. Over time, I realized I couldn't live like that anymore. I started feeling like an accomplice," she paused, sighing, and gathered her thoughts before continuing. "I gave James countless opportunities to redeem himself. And I would probably continue to hope he would turn around until the end. However, I finally mastered enough courage to do something about it, to stop him because nobody else could."

Perhaps something like that was fitting. Natalia had given birth to James. She was the reason he was alive, and there was some kind of poetic justice that she was also here when he died. At least that was how Bertram liked to look at things. How he would look at things for the rest of his life.

They'd ended one life, done one bad thing to correct countless others, and prevent future crimes committed by that man. Natalia would make sure James’ death counted for something; that something good came out of all that evil.

Since Natalia was James’ beneficiary, it was within her right to do with his money, estate, and companies whatever she pleased. She had promised before all of this started that she would give all the money away.

She planned to return to Chase and Helen what was stolen from their families. Such a gesture wouldn't be able to make up for their losses, but since money and winning were all James had ever cared about, it seemed fitting that all of his “wins” ended up with the people he hurt the most. It would go to those who deserved it and who would use it to make this world a better place.

In a way, they already had.

They’d gotten rid of the monster who was polluting the earth with evil. And with him gone, their homes became just a little bit better, safer, and warmer.

That had to count for something. That had to be enough counterweight to redeem them all for what they’d done.


EPILOGUE


Christa planted her cane upright in the glen by the river behind her house. It would make a pretty good centerpiece in her newest work of art. She was hoping she could leave it there for several months, maybe even years, and allow nature to simply envelop the cane and turn it into a natural stump of some sort, covered in vines and flowers.

But Christa knew that it would take time, and her imagination just ran wild with the ideas of what it would look like that she wasn't willing to wait. Instead, she started painting the preliminaries onto a canvas of the cane in the center of the glen, and began to sketch out a hypothesis of what it would look like once it was covered over in moss and other natural elements. Maybe she would do another one of these in a few years, when it actually was covered over and compare and contrast them. That might be interesting.

It was all the cane was good for at this point. She hadn't used it since Jewel died. She hadn't needed to.

Instead, using the strength of her own legs, she carried her easel and a canvas, as well as her various painting equipment, down to the glen, where she began working on this new, experimental idea of hers. The beauty of nature reclaiming a human crutch.

She was hoping she could find a way to make it translate well.

Part of her inspiration for all this was from her most recent therapy session. An in-person one finally, instead of via the computer. It turned out she was using that as much of crutch as the actual cane. It had been time to let it go. Time to take charge and start living her life for real.

"That sounds awesome," Madeline had told her, when she learned what Christa had planned for the cane.

"And how’s Patsy doing?" Madeline had asked.

Christa had replied, "She's alright. She says she really likes her new therapist. Maggie Conway. Do you know her?"

"Professionally, yes. We don't socialize or anything."

"Well, that's probably all I'll get to hear about her, because Patsy is insistent that her sessions with her therapist are to be kept strictly private, and she won't stop reminding me that she's not gonna tell me anything about them."

"How do you feel about that?" Madeline had sounded like a classic therapist with that question.

"Fantastic, actually. I don't want her to tell me anything about those sessions. She supposed to have her own life. She's probably going to tell her all about boys and stuff, and I'll be left wondering why I can't connect to my little girl."

"I think you're being pretty hard on yourself, Christa. I'll bet that she'll probably tell you all about boys and stuff, because you fostered an incredibly positive relationship with her. Meanwhile, she'll be talking to her therapist about all the stuff that she doesn't want to admit to herself. My guess would be about her father."

"Hm."

"And how are you handling Ben's death?"

"I'm trying to tell myself that my life isn't better after his death."

"Really? Why would you want to do that?"

"What do you mean why? He was an asshole, but I don't wanna stomp on his grave, Madeline."

"Listen to me and try to keep an open mind about this. Sometimes a little grave stomping is actually pretty healthy. I'm not saying you should fill your life with hatred toward him. I'm saying that it is possible to respect a person’s humanity, while never denying that they were a cheating, lying, deceptive person. That they were fundamentally bad for you. He deserved better than what he got. But he also made himself into what he was. Nobody did that to him except him. Please don’t forget that."

"Well, his mom admitted that she blamed herself for the way her son turned out. It got me thinking about Jewel. She literally murdered, more than twelve people. So, at what point is that something that she gets blamed for, and at what point do we blame the pain that was forced on her by her rapist father? Or I guess what I'm really trying to deal with in my head right now is, well… who am I to judge? When do I get to choose that the way I know a person is the way that they really are?"

"Now, that's the classic Descartian conundrum, isn't it? Whether or not the perception of a person you create in your mind is just as valid an identity as the person that the person creates in their minds of themselves. Certainly, the interpretation you have of a person isn't one that anybody else wants to exist, since they can't really control that. Or, at least, that's what they tell themselves. Strictly speaking, they do have some control over how others perceive them by interacting with others and treating them nicely. Treating them the way they want to be remembered. It goes back to, well, the Ten Commandments. One doesn't have to believe in God to follow them. But they are wise words. Love your neighbor as you would love yourself. Or in other words, treat people the way you want to be treated. And, if you're having any continuing lingering doubts about feeling the way you do about Ben, let me just say that, based on everything I've learned, a grown man should've been able to pick up a lesson like that long, long ago. That you create yourself in the minds of others by the way you treat them. And he either never picked that lesson up, or he just didn't care to. And the way he treated you, I would put good money on the latter."

Christa had sighed. She knew Madeline was right.

"So, try not to be too hard on yourself for thinking ill of Ben. Because, frankly, he'd done everything he could in his power to make himself be remembered in that way. But, like you said, you are still right about him being a human being. Don't be afraid to stomp on his metaphorical grave. But then, let it rest. You'll feel healthier that way, I promise."

Good old Madeline, she thought now. Even when her words seemed to go over her head, she always found a way to make them sound very reassuring.

With her equipment set up, she was ready to paint the heck out of that cane. Maybe, if she was lucky, she’d leave it there forever. Certainly, she had nothing against it. It was a very nice part of her life, at least aesthetically. A lovely cane.

But she really felt that she had grown so much past it.

Now, it was time for new works. No more exploring what it looked like to be lost in haze. No more wondering why she couldn't just turn into the light and let it all go.

Now, she wanted to explore colors, flora, landscapes, life. She wanted to explore running, jumping, climbing, anything that would involve pushing herself to feel things she'd never felt before.

And she certainly wanted to explore what life would be like for her daughter. Whether she was tortured, or open. Whether life was going to be good to her, and where it would take her.

There were so many possibilities when the sun was shining, and Christa couldn't wait to get started.
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ONE


It was a very nice cane. Strangely comforting. And that wasn’t just Christa’s opinion of the comfortable feel of the smooth, soft, cane which fit into her palm nicely. But, rather, it was comforting because of its interesting aesthetic choices, its visual stimuli.

Growing up, as a little girl, Christa was familiar with the basic concept of a cane. It was that long stick with the curve at the end that elderly uncles always seemed to have. Often a darker brown, like mahogany. Usually, it carried the smell of age. Sometimes, she pictured a cane as some sort of ancient, royal scepter, with handles shaped like animals from coats of arms, perhaps bejeweled to indicate wealth and power.

But not her cane.

It was light and user-friendly. It had a lighter wood color, like a soft pine. And the curved handle at the end was perpendicular to the main leg of the cane. It also wasn't shaped with numerous interesting curves, like an old archaic cane might be. It was, indeed, curved, in order to comfortably fit into the palm of the hand. But the curve was soft and subtle. One wouldn't notice it unless they were looking directly at it. Also, it was polished to give it a relaxing gleam and a smooth feel.

If anything, it almost reminded her of the cane equivalent of some sort of mass-produced Swedish furniture. And, frankly, that's the way she liked it. It was a cane with no austerity and no presence. It was subtle, warm, friendly, and very common. It was exactly what she was looking for.

Christa would've given anything to feel common these days.

It was hard to maintain an air of everything going normally and smoothly, given where she was and why she was there. Christa had just walked through the door to a side office from the main lobby of Light Horizons Medical Care Center, which was a local therapy and mental health medical clinic recommended to her by a friend from long ago. The office belonged to Doctor Madeline Cross, a therapist and medical professional who had been working with Christa for years, helping her with her depression.

Christa tried not to think about the fact that she had been visiting Dr. Cross for several years now. There was something unnerving at the thought of it. It was hard for anyone to tolerate the idea of constantly going to a therapist, even one as nice as Madeline, and acknowledging that maybe they weren't getting better. If somebody was getting better, logic would dictate that they wouldn't need to go to the therapist quite as often. And, in truth, Christa knew that wasn't entirely accurate, and it wasn't how therapy worked. There wasn’t usually an end goal or people were just 'magically' cured of whatever ailed them. It was more like a mental health muscle, which required regular exercise to stay healthy.

That said, knowing that didn't make it any easier for Christa. She didn't like the idea of going to the therapist so often, only to acknowledge that now, she was probably going to go a lot more. Especially after what happened.

Hence, the cane.

Walking into the office, she was greeted by Dr. Madeline Cross as if she was seeing an old family member for the first time after a long hiatus. Which made sense since she never got to visit the doctor while she was recuperating in the hospital after her accident. It also made sense because, well, Madeline was very good at making you feel as if you were the center of her world for the hour you had with her. She really made you feel welcome, really made you feel as if somebody was holding onto you.

Christa missed these visits.

"Christa Kent," she said, as she crossed the room, gave Christa's hand a little shake, and then gently led her to the patients' couch. "As I live and breathe, it's been too long. How's the leg? Does it still hurt? Please tell me, how is everything?"

Her leg was the reason why Christa needed a cane, and, as her therapist, Christa knew that Madeline would've been informed about it. Not too long ago, Christa was behind the wheel of her car while driving up a highway north of the city. The car leaned lazily into the wrong side of the road and headed directly into oncoming traffic. Given the speed of the two cars colliding, there was every good reason that Christa should be dead. Instead, thanks to pure luck and the perfect angles at which the cars collided, both drivers survived.

The oncoming driver, amazingly, came out of the experience with nothing more than a little whiplash. Police later discovered that this was partly because the other driver had an alcohol blood level of 0.11, and therefore was barely aware of what was happening to him during the crash. It also made the entire experience a nightmare for collecting insurance, since there was no way they were going to let a drunk driver be the innocent guy in a car collision, although everybody acknowledged that, indeed, it was Christa's car that caused the accident.

Regarding that, Christa received the brunt of the injury. Some heavy bruising on her head, along her arms, and on her chest. But mostly, a partially crushed leg. Several metal pins had to be installed in order to keep the bones straight and steady, as the muscle tissue began to recuperate. The doctors informed her that she would probably be keeping those pins in her leg for the rest of her life, and that walking would always come with a certain amount of difficulty.

Hence, the cane. Lovely and plain though it was.

"I don't know how to describe it," Christa finally answered as she lowered herself to the therapist's couch. "I think I can walk just fine without the cane, actually. I've done it in stints, ever since I got out of the hospital. It's just that, well, I just get so tired when I'm not using the cane, you know? Like, I have to carry a whole lot of weight and, it’s exhausting. It's easier with it."

"Well, I imagine," replied the doctor, "that as you build up your muscles in your left leg, it won't be such a burden to carry your body weight around. That might help a little bit with the exhaustion, that it just won't feel like you're carrying so much."

Christa just realized that the doctor may have, inadvertently, referred to her as fat. And yet she said it so lovingly. She held back a snicker. She liked going to Madeline. She was such a warm and friendly doctor.

"It's not just that," replied Christa. "I guess I'm just a little concerned that it's a psychological need for the cane instead of a physical one. Like, I can feel stress and a little bit of pain whenever I walk without it. And that stress and pain is relaxed whenever I walk with the cane, obviously. But, sometimes, I'm walking without the cane, and I guess, I kind of just forget about it all together, and nothing hurts. And then, I'm like, ‘oh right, I have a cane now,’ and the stress and pain just comes back, only when I realize it. So, it's making me wonder if, maybe it's never really there, if I'm just imagining the need for it."

"You believe you've created a dependency for your cane."

"Do you believe that?"

"Well, I’m more interested in what you think, Christa. It is your leg, after all."

"Fair enough. I just, I don't know. I just appreciate having something relaxing there. I kind of like my cane. I always thought of canes as something old men have. But this one doesn't make me feel old, it's fun, it's a nice little distraction. It's plain, it's nice, it's… I don't know how to describe it. I just enjoy adding it to my stuff, you know?"

"But when you're without it, do you feel like you're missing something? Do you feel incomplete?"

Christa was quiet for a moment, wondering about her life before the car crash. It seemed distant now. "I'm not really without it enough to really give you an answer about that," she finally said. "I always use it. I used it to climb the stairs here. On that subject, I've been meaning to tell you that your building needs an elevator."

The doctor laughed slightly. "Well, you can blame that on my partners, who insisted on renting an office in a historic cultural building. So, no chance of that. But what I'm hearing is, you never really try to let go of your cane?"

"Isn't it too early for me to do so? In terms of my physical rehabilitation, I mean."

"Well, that's between you and the hospital. But, if, like you say, you are able to walk around without pain when you're not thinking about it, it does sound like you're getting better."

There was an awkward pause, or Christa wondered if maybe her hypothesis was correct. Then, the doctor broke the silence. "Have you also been taking your medication regularly?"

Another reminder of why Christa didn't want to think about the fact that she's been visiting Dr. Cross for several years now.

Christa Kent had, for years now, been having difficulty finding reasons to get up in the morning or leave the house. She would look at sunny days and feel morose, as if the world was lying to her. She wondered if life was denying her the sort of basic normal pleasures that everybody else seemed to take for granted.

A friend of hers eventually recommended that she go visit a therapist in the first place, which was how she met Madeline Cross. It's how she eventually had to come to terms with the fact that she was likely suffering from depression.

And that '"likely'" wasn't really the term for it anymore.

People who are getting better from depression don't casually steer their car into oncoming traffic, she thought.

"Yes," she answered, truthfully. "Yes, I'm taking it. It helps."

It helps, she thought, in the sense that it just levels out my emotions and makes everything feel baseline. It felt nice to be normal.

"What do you mean it helps?" asked the doctor.

"Well, I just mean, it helps me feel at ease. Helps me feel like the day's just, going on normally. Kind of like the cane. It's reassuring."

Christa was hoping that Madeline wouldn't ask her about the day of the accident. About how she did genuinely drift out of her lane into oncoming traffic, as she reported to the police and the insurance company. That it was an accident, an unintentional move. All of that was already reported, and all of it was true.

What Christa never told anybody was what happened after she realized that there was a car coming straight toward her. As she'd snapped out of her fugue state and was violently shoved back into reality.

There's a car coming straight at me, she'd thought. I should swerve to avoid.

And then, her hands had loosened their grip from the wheel. And she'd felt so, so incredibly relaxed. Like anything was possible.

Why did I think that? she thought now.

She didn't want to think about that. And she certainly didn't want to discuss it with the good doctor. It was fairly obvious, even to Christa, but that would easily be spun as an attempted suicide. Even though she never shared that part of the event with anybody, the fact that she was on depression medication and had a history of depression had already made the hospital and the insurance company believe that her actions may have constituted a suicide attempt. There was certainly no reason to feed into those fears.

Certainly, no reason to feed into her own fears either, she thought. She wanted to feel normal.

She fiddled with her cane in her fingers.

"I can see that," answered Madeline.

It took Christa a moment to realize that Doctor Cross was still talking about the last thing Christa said, about the cane being reassuring, and how she was fiddling with it now.

"And how are things with your family? Everything going well there?"

This was, frankly, where Christa fully expected the conversation to turn. But she wasn't sure what she was supposed to say or add to it at this point. It really wasn't that hard to figure out. Her marriage was on the rocks.

Her husband, Ben Kent, was a struggling writer and occasional English teacher she had met in younger days. They both tended to run in the same social circles of independent artistic creators in their little community, he as a writer, and she as a painter. Over the years, things were going rather nicely for the two of them, and eventually, they got married. They created a happy little home life, even had a daughter, currently a beautiful little 12-year-old girl. Everything was going swimmingly.

And then it slowly began to sink.

Christa's career as a painter slowly continued upwards, where not only did she sell some of her paintings to private galleries, but the municipal government even commissioned her to do some murals and interior building decorative pieces. Her career was on the rise. Ben's writing career, not so much. His published works became fewer and fewer in number, until a certain point when there just weren't any at all. He hadn't even taught a high school class for years now, either. For the most part, he was just creating artwork in his own media, and not finding any acceptance with it. Certainly, a struggle any artist understood, especially her. She was very sympathetic to his plight. She wanted him to know that she was there for him, during the hard times.

During her own hard times, she would've been grateful if somebody was there for her. It was part of the reason why she had so much trouble coming to terms with her depression, since, deep down inside, she knew that her distrust and distaste with the world helped to fuel some of her fire. She painted bold, dangerous pieces using the darkness she could feel welling up within her. It really engaged with her audience in a way that made them feel as if she understood their pain, as if there was somebody in the world crying out with them.

Christa was very grateful to her loving audience, of course, but in truth, she was mostly thinking of herself when she painted. It was very easy to spin herself down into her own little void, wallowing in her own mistrust and her own feelings of sadness. And, regrettably, she was also very aware that her own morose feelings of sadness, the same ones which crippled her ability to simply get up in the morning, were also the source of basically the best works in her career. It was a terrifying prospect to her, the concept of fighting off depression, of equalizing and normalizing her thoughts, in exchange for becoming just another bland hack painter with nothing to say. She didn't want to think about failing at her art that way.

So, she sympathized with Ben while he was failing in his.

That said, she really did wish that maybe, just maybe, he would show that he understood. If, for no other reason, so she wouldn't have to have conversations with Dr. Cross about it. "Patsy’s okay," said Christa, referring to her daughter. "She's recently started a sort of, protective streak. I think she's obsessed with trying to take care of me. It's very sweet. And Ben," she said, drifting off in her words, before starting up again, "he didn't call while I was in the hospital."

"At all?"

"No. I mean, he picked me up, so he obviously knew where I was. But, no, he never called. Or visited… I was wondering if maybe he was, thinking of, moving on."

"Moving on, as in…"

"As in divorcing me. I mean, I've got pins in a messed up leg now. I'm not exactly a prize catch, or, at least, from a man's perspective. And then, well … I mean, the whole thing about our careers, and… Well, I told you about that."

"Yes, you did. That said, has he ever said anything like that to you?"

"Well, no, not in so many words. But, I mean, I see him get frustrated, I see him battling it. He wishes people would read his stuff. And… And I get that. Art, it's a hard career."

"Do you feel he understands the struggles of an artist in the same way you do, however?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, by your own admission, you're working hard on your career, you're working hard on your depression, your accident. Your husband is faced with similar struggles, and you sound as if you're defending his feelings of disappointment. Do you feel he is taking care of himself in his career in the same way that you are with yours? Or is he simply voicing frustration, and expecting that to be the end of it?"

Christa had had talks with Dr. Cross about her marriage in the past, and though she was rarely blunt about it, Madeline made no attempt to hide the fact that she seemed to have a low opinion of Ben Kent. She didn't think the two of them were on the same level, and that Ben was a sort of a weak link in their marriage. Professionally, she never said it so blatantly. But Christa could tell.

She wasn't sure she could explain to Madeline how important Ben was to her, how much she needed somebody to believe in her. How much she wanted Ben to be there to provide her with a belief that she didn't have in herself. How badly she wanted to make this marriage work.

Marriage, children. That was normal, right?

"Thank you, Madeline, but if I've learned anything from the way people have always given me a chance, how people have always trusted me and believed in me, it's that you can't just end things with a partner at the drop of a hat. Being a struggling writer isn't easy and being a husband and a father isn't either. I want him to know that he's got somebody there watching his back. The same way so many people in my life have watched mine. Whether it's my over-protective daughter, or the municipal city council always hiring me, or, well, a very, very good doctor."

"Well, flattery will get you everywhere," said Madeline with a smile. "But what I am asking you to consider isn't your own feelings about your husband, but his. What I'm hearing is that you wish to provide him with a kind of help and guidance that you have always been given. But I invite you to ask yourself, do you feel that that is the kind of help and guidance that he invites, or even wants? What is it that he's actually looking for?"

Christa couldn't stop fiddling with her cane. It felt so comfortable, so normal.

"Well, I suspect he wasn't looking for a depressed wife prone to accidents," she said quietly.

After a short pause, Dr. Cross said, "Now I want you to start doing some exercises with me when you come into the sessions, all right?"

"What kind of exercises?"

"Just find a position where you're relaxed, you can sit, or lie down, whatever you like. And I want you to close your eyes, I want you to take several deep breaths. Picture the sunlight, picture the cool breeze. Think about whatever makes you feel calm and serene. Keep breathing, slowly and steadily."

"All right…"

"And now, I want you to repeat after me."

"All right…"

"The darkness, the sorrow, the horrible things that have happened to me: they are not my fault. They were never my fault. They. Are. Not. My. Fault."

Christa Kent repeated the words that her doctor told her to breathe out. But she was gripping her cane pretty tightly all the while.

It was hard to believe something so extraordinary when she wanted to be so normal.


TWO


Christa hadn't been on a city bus for several years, almost a decade now. Things had been going financially well for her in the last stage of her life. Both she and Ben, her husband, had their own cars. Both purchased by her. So even if Christa couldn't drive for some reason, Ben would always be able to pick her up. That was always an option.

It was always supposed to be an option.

This morning, Christa had to make a trip to the central hospital, to sign some discharge papers. It was actually a kind of a formality; the hospital had decided to release Christa into the care of her husband, and somewhere along the way, they just forgot to handle the paperwork. But now that her therapy sessions were definitely being handled by her friend Madeline Cross, and now that her physiotherapy sessions were being transferred to an offsite clinic, they wanted to make sure that all that paperwork was handled and signed. No reason to bother the hospital anymore.

No reason for her to be any more of a bother, she thought.

She immediately caught herself. Thinking of herself as a bother. Describing herself as such.

It was something that she and Madeline had been talking about during their sessions, about how she would start to immediately think of herself in negative terms. Presume that she was the source of all problems in everybody’s world, and that other institutions would think of her the same way. Which, if she made herself out to be some sort of terrible person for everybody involved, would ultimately become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

She had to stop doing that, she told herself. It was why her doctor encouraged her to do a 180 whenever those thoughts entered her head. Ask yourself why she thought of herself in such negative terms, analyze, break it down, see that there was nothing really there. And instead, think of all the benefits that she brings to this world. Look at herself in a positive light.

Which, certainly, she was trying to do. Always look forward in life and focus on the benefits she brings to others. Like how she had a good friendship with her doctor, and things were going well between her and her daughter. She was expecting her little lady to start entering the rebellious phase, being twelve and all. Luckily — and frankly, somehow amazingly — her clever daughter was really becoming more of a smart aleck, but not actively rebellious or aggressive, not defiant. Somehow, if anything, she had become more of a friend, more helpful and communicative. Maybe it had something to do with her accident, Christa thought. Maybe helping to take care of her mom brought out some sort of maternal instincts in her daughter.

She kind of wished she had that same protective devotion when it came from her husband, of course. But, as luck would have it, not so much.

Recently Ben was growing increasingly distant. If she was being honest with herself, she would acknowledge that he had been increasingly distant over the last several years, ever since her own artwork had started to become noticed by various potential sources for income, while his own writing career just stagnated. He was having trouble with it, not being able to handle the idea that he wasn't the successful one of the family. And as such, he didn't really want to involve himself in the family, the constant physical reminder of his responsibilities that he wasn't able to financially care for, not the way his wife was. And although he was constantly separating himself from his family, in recent times, it was almost as if he was starting to grow… well, kind of petty.

Hence, the bus ride.

Christa was very happy with her cane. But the fact that she liked it didn’t change the fact that it was a cane, and she was fully aware of what that meant in the general public. When she was getting on the bus, she swore that she could see some people doing a double take, looking at her again. As a woman with a cane.

She sat down in the "assisted seating" area, where the elderly and pregnant women sat. Or people with disabilities.

Briefly – and very innocently – Christa wondered if she should sit in this area as she was boarding the bus, or whether she should find another seat and leave this area for "people who really needed it". But she did need to sit there when she realized that her leg was tired.

She was the one who really needed the seating area. It was especially cordoned off for people just like her. She was the person who needed it.

And everybody on the bus knew it.

She was thirty-six. She was too damn young for a cane. She was too damn young for metal studs in her leg bones and her joints.

And yet, here she was. No matter how much she liked her cane, here she was with it.

None of it would be happening if her husband wasn't so petty. When she came down the stairs with some difficulty and clanking of the cane, she found Ben in the living room, struggling over a laptop. He was probably thinking about what to write. She knew, from previous experience, that he actually wrote quite a lot. He just didn't like any of it.

"Ben," she said to him. "I need to go get discharged from the hospital this morning."

He didn't look at her. He just locked his jaw and threw his head back slowly, visibly showing off how annoyed he was that his writing session had been interrupted. "Thank you, dear," he said, dismissively.

"I can't drive myself," she added. She felt it was obvious, and she really didn't have to spell it out. And yet, here she was.

"Now?" he cried out, finally looking at her. Because he was being inconvenienced. So, so inconvenienced.

"You can't give me a lift, honey?" she asked.

"Christa, God," he said, rubbing his eyes with his hands. "I am, seriously, in the middle of something here, and if I stop now, I am… I'm just gonna lose this train of thought, and… And I gotta get this done! Can't you just catch the bus or something? There's one in the neighborhood that heads straight into downtown, to the hospital. Take that!"

Christa knew that the bus wasn't going to be there for another twelve minutes. So, she spent five of those minutes standing at the bottom of the stairs, staring into the next room, seeing if Ben would really have a change of heart, or if he really meant it. She spent five minutes watching as he went back to his laptop, and just worked his frazzled hair as he stared at the screen. Then she left.

That was a good thirty to forty-five minutes ago. And now she was on the bus, wondering if the feelings of being stared at as the woman in her mid-30s with a walking stick was really happening, or was it all in her head. It was hard not to think of herself as being a bother. It was hard to take Madeline's advice and realize just how wonderful and beautiful she was. Since it didn't help that, back at home, Ben sure did feel bothered.

Sitting down in this area, in the preferred seating area, for the elderly, and pregnant women, and — well – the injured. It did nothing to alleviate her leg.

Another few stops, and the bus rounded a block corner and came within sight of the old familiar hospital. Another couple of minutes and it drove up to the little station that was right in front of the main entrance way. Christa got up, and lumbered to the front door of the bus, hobbling the whole time. The heat of the day, plus the rumbling of the bus on crumbling streets, did nothing to alleviate her pain. And neither did the thoughts going through her head. She barely noticed that the driver of the bus gave her a smile and a friendly, "Good luck," before she departed.

Walking as comfortably as possible to the front desk, Christa found that various desk clerks and nurses passing by would smile and wave to her. She had become something of a non-figure while she was staying here, and they we're all happy to see her, acting very nicely. Which interested her briefly, since they probably had to see various patients all the time, but only for the duration of their stay, before they sent them on their way and, likely, never saw them again. In fact, it was probably for the best that they never saw any of these people again. Because it meant that they were living healthy lives. An odd way to form intimacy with the world, Christa thought.

And, honestly, Christa was happy to see many of these ladies and young men working here. She smiled back, said nice things whenever anybody asked how she was doing. It's not that she didn't like them, she did. It was just a reminder that Ben never came to see her while she was here. Hell, her daughter was twelve, and she had found a way to get down here once.

Not Ben though.

The desk clerk was nice enough and provided her with an exhausting amount of hospital release forms, insurance forms, the usual nonsense that came with making sure everybody's legal butts were covered as they were releasing people from the hospital. The type of thing that they were probably kicking themselves over that they didn't get her to sign before they actually released her. They traded some friendly banter over the whole matter. It really wasn't anything to get worked up about. The hospital was grateful that they weren't liable for any kind of damages anymore. And as for Christa, it was an important moment. With a simple signature, she acknowledged that her time with this institution was over. She was, officially, out of the hospital. Almost more so than when she physically walked out of the building the first time around.

This time, she stepped out, and enjoyed the sunshine.

For about fifteen seconds.

Then she remembered that nobody drove her here.

She looked over at the bus schedule and realized that it was the slow period of the day. The bus service was cut down to save on money at this time of the day; there wouldn't be another bus for forty-five minutes.

Christa could feel a slight throbbing behind her knee. Her leg was sore. She was a little dehydrated. She didn't drink or eat enough. She wasn't expecting to hang around the hospital for forty-five minutes.

This was ridiculous, she thought as she pulled out her cell phone. She dialed Ben.

The line rang for quite some time until it finally picked up. She was about to launch into her spiel when she heard a young lady's voice say, "Hello?"

It was Patsy.

"Oh, hiya, Patsy," replied Christa, breathing a little easier. "Hey, honey, can you put your dad on?"

"Sure, but I'm charging you next time, and I don't come cheap."

Christa snickered as she listened to the footsteps of her daughter coming down her home stairs. Presumably Patsy was holding the cordless phone in her hand, as she could hear her daughter's voice slightly muffled, saying, "Hey Dad, Mom’s on the phone."

"I'm busy," she could hear him say distantly, "take a message."

Somehow, the day got a little less sunny as she could hear her daughter bring the handheld closer to her mouth and say, "Hey, Mom? Dad's busy right now, is everything ok?"

"No, everything's not ok," Christa said with a growing exacerbation. "My leg hurts, I can't drive, and I need your father to come pick me up. Can you tell him to come pick me up at the hospital?"

"Er … yeah, sure," she said, hesitantly, before walking back to where she was before. "Dad," Christa could hear her say, "Mom says she needs you to pick her up at the hospital."

Christa could vaguely hear the man mutter something, something faint, something like "Jesus fucking Christ," before coming onto the phone line himself. "Christa," he said, suddenly and clearly, "I'm in the middle of work. Can't you get back yourself?"

"Ben, I am… I'm tired, and my leg hurts, and I could use a ride. Please? Can you please do this? I don't want to have to sit around waiting for a bus all day!"

"Yeah? Well, I'm tired too! And my leg hurts too! And I still get shit done! Look, I can't get there, I got to go."

And that was, apparently, the end of the conversation because he hung up on her.

Christa knew she could walk perfectly well with her cane, probably even without it. And yet, she felt as if her entire left side was going to give out on her, and she would lay in a helpless pool by the side of the road out at the hospital entrance. Her face grew heavy as she could feel her eyes flood with tears, and a throbbing headache start, and the weight of her life overtake her emotions. Struggling to keep her bottom jaw from quivering too much, she went over to one of the many taxis that regularly parked in front of the hospital and asked for one. It was going to be expensive, obviously, but she knew she could afford it.

What she couldn't afford, she told herself, was having to deal with this.

"Where to?" asked the driver.

"Elmdale," replied Christa, her voice breaking. She would give the specifics of the address as the driver approached closer to her neighborhood.

As the taxi driver began to pull out of the parking lot, he kept looking over at his backseat passenger, probably noticing the slight break in her voice. "Hey," he finally said. "Everything all right?"

"Yes," Christa replied, trying to be dismissive.

"You sure?" he persisted. "Somebody hurt? Friend in the hospital?"

"No, I just…" She was going to be dismissive about it again, but then, acknowledge that she didn't really have anything on her mind except what was really going on. No more lies. She just needed to get it off her chest. "No, I just had a fight with my husband. He was pretty upset."

"He's the one in the hospital?"

"No! No, I just asked him to pick me up."

There was a pause, and then the driver said, "He got angry with you for asking to pick you up at the hospital? Geez, get rid of him!"

And then, somehow, it was as if the world got even darker than before. "Excuse me?" Christa said, with a growing anger in her tone.

"Well," the driver stammered, "I mean, well, it's just⁠—""

"It's a private family matter!"

The driver shook a little bit at being yelled at and avoided any attempt at meeting Christa's gaze. "Ok," he finally said. "Sorry." And for the rest of the trip, he just focused on the road.

For Christa's part, she just focused on the ride back home. She was now getting advice about Ben from a complete stranger, and yet, it was similar advice to what she was getting from her friend in the medical profession. And yet, it had started to sound like reasonable advice. If even a stranger could see it…

As they were rounding a tree-lined corner, Christa gave the driver more instructions as to where to go to reach their house. She wondered if Ben would be there to meet her, to harangue her about calling him, bothering him, trying to get him to stop writing. Or, rather, would he not meet her at all, and still be writing when she came into the house. Just like when she last saw him.

She wasn't sure which one was worse anymore.
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