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CHAPTER 1 

The Metropolis was wrapped in festive lights and colors. Along the main streets, decorated trees illuminated the night, while shop windows glowed with warm lights and shimmering ornaments. The crisp air carried the scent of cinnamon and hot chocolate drifting from the city’s small cafés. It was the most magical time of the year — the final days of December — when people paused for a moment and allowed themselves to believe that everything could begin again, awaiting Christmas and the New Year with hope.

Inside the luxurious restaurant, the atmosphere was even more vibrant. A large Christmas tree stood in one corner of the hall, adorned with golden lights and sparkling ornaments. Soft festive music played in the background as waiters moved gracefully between tables, serving glasses of champagne and carefully selected dishes. White tablecloths reflected the glow of aromatic candles and elegant decorations.

It was the grand media celebration, an evening marking an extraordinary year of success. Journalists and editors laughed, celebrated, and raised toasts to their achievements. The media outlet they worked for had become one of the most powerful in the country, and this night was the crowning moment of a difficult yet victorious year.

Yet amid all the joy, Nina felt a fatigue she could no longer ignore. Sitting among her colleagues, wearing an elegant black dress and holding a glass of champagne, she smiled — but deep inside, she knew she needed rest. It was a weariness accumulated over years: sleepless nights, endless days, constant pressure, and sacrifices few truly noticed. Success had come, but at a price she now felt in every muscle of her body.

She looked around. Everyone seemed happy. Someone laughed loudly, another raised a toast to the New Year, while a small group sang a festive song, their glasses filled to the brim. Everything appeared perfect — a night many would remember for a long time. But for Nina, this evening carried a different weight. She longed for quiet, for distance, for a moment of reflection away from noise and glory.

At that moment, Sherri stood up and gently tapped his glass to draw attention. The chatter slowly faded, and all eyes turned toward him. He carried a natural authority that never required a raised voice.

“I won’t keep this long,” he said with a slight smile. “Tonight, we are here to celebrate something extraordinary. This year was difficult, full of challenges, but we achieved more than we could have imagined.”

He paused, scanning the attentive faces of the journalists and editors.

“We are here because we did not give up. Because we chose to pursue the truth, to challenge the impossible, and to earn the trust of the public. This success is not merely an award or a place on a ranking list. It is proof of what happens when people work with passion, dedication, and courage.”

He raised his glass and smiled.

“But above all, this success has a name. A person who has always been on the front line, who took risks and gave everything for this media. A person who made the difference. Nina...”

Everyone turned toward her, and for a moment, Nina felt a heavy weight settle on her shoulders. She knew she deserved the recognition, yet in that instant all she wanted was a moment for herself — a brief escape from all those eyes, from a success that sometimes felt more like a burden than a reward.

Applause erupted throughout the hall. As people celebrated, Nina’s attention shifted to Sherri. She knew him well, and she knew his path to this moment had been anything but easy.

Although he stood there tonight as a victor, Sherri had endured great hardships. He had tasted contempt and humiliation from those who once saw him as insignificant. There had been a time when he was dismissed from his job with a humiliating phone call from his former boss — a man who bluntly told him he would never amount to anything in this industry. Sherri had spent countless nights doubting himself, facing people who saw him as a loser, someone who had no place in the ruthless world of media.

But tonight, he was here.

Strong.

Successful.

And most importantly — respected.

This victory was more than a professional triumph. It was a silent revenge against everyone who had once underestimated him. A wordless response to his former boss, to every doubt, every bowed head he had once endured.

As Sherri smiled and raised his glass once more to continue the celebration, Nina realized something essential: success, for everyone in that room, was not a gift. It was earned through effort, sacrifice, and endurance.

The night continued in celebration, yet somewhere in the back of their minds, both Sherri and Nina knew that every great success carried a story of pain behind it. And perhaps, for the first time in a long while, they allowed themselves to feel something they rarely did — pride.

Sherri had never forgotten that period of his life. It was a dark time, filled with constant humiliation and a lingering sense of powerlessness. His former boss, an arrogant and ruthless man, had always treated him with contempt. In his eyes, Sherri was nothing more than a small soldier in a war where only the strong were meant to win.

The first humiliation came early. When Sherri began working as a young journalist, he was full of dreams. He wanted to tell stories others were afraid to touch. But he soon realized that for his boss, journalism had nothing to do with truth — it was about control.

During one of the morning meetings, when Sherri suggested an investigation into a powerful businessman connected to corrupt politicians, his former boss cut him off with a cold smile.

“Do you really think you’re smart enough to understand matters like this?” he said with a quiet laugh. “Listen, kid. I decide what gets published and what doesn’t. You’re here to write what I tell you, not to think.”

Sherri wanted to respond, but he knew that a single wrong word could cost him his job. His boss did not tolerate those who thought beyond the limits he had set.

The second humiliation came weeks later. After long nights of relentless research, Sherri had prepared an article capable of shaking the foundations of a major scandal. He was proud of his work. But when the article was published the next day, he barely recognized it. The most important parts had been removed, the facts distorted, and the story turned into something harmless.

When Sherri went to his boss’s office to demand an explanation, the man did not even lift his head from the desk.

“What did you expect?” he said, slamming a document onto the table. “That we’d let you write whatever you want? If you don’t like it, the door is right there.”

It was another blow. Sherri felt a deep sense of disappointment. He had believed his work had value, but there, in that cold office, he realized he was nothing more than a tool — replaceable and voiceless.

The third humiliation came not long after.

Sherri’s former boss had won a court case and, to celebrate the victory, invited the board members to a dinner, calling the night a personal triumph for the business he led.

Sherri attended without hesitation, believing it was a natural part of the process — that he would be among those celebrating the achievement. But reality, as always, had prepared a bitter surprise.

As everyone stepped outside to head toward the restaurant, his former boss stopped him in front of everyone. With a cold smile, he looked straight at him.

“And you — who invited you here?”

It was a simple question, yet loaded with arrogance and contempt. Sherri, who had believed he was part of the celebration, suddenly found himself exposed. The board members paused, watching him with curiosity and a quiet sense of pity, while the former boss openly enjoyed his dominance.

But, as always, Sherri held himself together. He did not react. He did not speak. He did not bow. He absorbed the humiliation in silence, showing a strength invisible from the outside, but growing deep within him.

The greatest blow came three months after Sherri left the company.

By then, he had started working for another media outlet and was slowly rebuilding his career.

During working hours, his phone rang. His former boss was calling, accompanied by his secretary and several subordinates — a call made deliberately to display power.

“Hello... I assume you remember me,” he said in a tone dripping with arrogance. “I heard you’re trying to do something ‘important’ at that new place you’ve joined.”

He paused, then let out a short laugh.

“To be honest, it made me laugh. You always thought you were someone. But at the end of the day, you’re just an ordinary man. Do you know what will happen? You’ll fail. And when you do, maybe I’ll let you call me for some small job here.”

Those words struck deeply. In that moment, something shifted inside Sherri. He was no longer the young journalist afraid to push back. He was someone who had fought for his place — and who would no longer allow anyone to bring him down.

Viktor threatened Sherri once again:

— How dare you publish an article without my permission? Idiot! Do you even realize that I can destroy your career with a single move?

Sherri, exhausted and no longer afraid, replied with a calm that made him even more dangerous:

— You live off other people’s fear. Without it, you are nothing.

Viktor, offended and visibly shaken, snapped back:

— Who do you think you are? Do you have any idea who I am?

Sherri did not step back. His voice was firm, controlled:

— I know exactly who you are. You can’t even control your own life, yet you want to control others. The people around you stay not out of respect, but out of interest. Even the woman you call your lover is here only for your money—nothing more.

The words fell like stones into water. A heavy silence filled the room. Viktor hesitated for a few seconds, searching for a response, but it was too late. Sherri had said everything that needed to be said. The confrontation was over. An old chapter was closed for good.

Sherri had spoken so loudly that his voice echoed throughout the entire office. Afterward, a rigid stillness took hold of the room, as if any further word would shatter the tension that had built up. His words had left an irreversible mark.

— Sit down there, the supervisor said to Sherri.

— Why did you call me in? Or rather, how can I help you?

— We’ve learned that something happened between you and your former boss. There are a few things we need to clarify.

— I’m sorry for what happened. I didn’t intend to put anyone in an uncomfortable position. He was the one who provoked me first.

The supervisor looked him straight in the eye.

— Only you know whether you went too far. But from my side, you deserve praise. You showed him his place and ended the situation properly. Well done. Don’t forget—you're now known for what happened. The entire city is talking about you.

Sherri never imagined that this conversation would become so widespread. From that day on, his name spread everywhere. The man who had worked so long in the shadows finally stepped into the light. His former boss had wanted to display his power in front of his secretary—and achieved the exact opposite.

The question was: how did it all come out?

Viktor’s recorded voice on the phone revealed not strength, but insecurity and fear. His secretary, who had kept every detail, decided to speak. She knew why Sherri had been provoked, and more than anything, she wanted the truth to be exposed.

In the end, Viktor himself became the victim. The conversations and secrets he had hidden for years were exposed and made public. He was left alone—with no protection and no power.

At that moment, the leader lost control for the first time. He could not accept that a woman had put him in that position. From that day on, he had no further contact with Sherri.

That is life: some people rise—others are forced to face how small they have always been.

The Victor had inherited his wealth from his forefathers, while Nina’s boss was a man who had achieved everything on his own. Perhaps that was the reason Nina was here today. She had tasted the fruits of her labor and her success.

When I first saw her applying for a job at my newspaper, she reminded me of myself in my early days. She would take on any task, but no one gave her a chance to show her abilities and talent. I decided to give her an opportunity, just as someone once gave me one. And here she is now, after seven years of intensive work.

Nina has become the best journalist not only in the company where she works, but in the entire metropolis. Today, she stands at the center of attention. Some colleagues respect her, some hate her, but no one can ignore her. It is not only her skill that makes her stand out, but also the fact that she has achieved far more than others.

They do not understand why I support Nina so much. They do not understand that when I look at her, I see myself. She has passion, courage, and dedication to justice.

She reached the peak of her career this year, when she managed to expose a major criminal group operating with sophisticated methods. Penetrating their operations and inner circle seemed impossible—but she succeeded. She proved that success is not a coincidence, but the result of dedication and courage.

It was a criminal group that included a high-ranking police investigator and a prosecutor. They imposed fines, extorted businesses, lent money at usurious rates, and had spread their operations across almost all parts of the capital. Capturing them was difficult, as they acted cautiously and disguised their illegal activities through legitimate businesses that served as a cover.

Yet, through improvised surveillance methods and with the help of the victims of usury, Nina managed to uncover their scheme and document their criminal activity. She highlighted the involvement of high-ranking officials and, in the end, helped expose the high-ranking police investigator, the prosecutor, and the criminal loan-sharking group, which operated under the leadership of a mafia boss.

What was remarkable was that the victims trusted Nina more than state authorities. They had lost faith in justice and institutions, found no protection for their lives and businesses, but in Nina they found a true ally. Through her work, she exposed them all and brought justice to those who had suffered from this group. For many of the victims, she became a heroine.

After all these years of exhausting work, that night Nina felt drained. She had lost some of her energy and felt that her body and mind demanded rest. On this cold winter night, as the festive atmosphere of Christmas and New Year filled the city, she wanted only one thing: a vacation in Switzerland.

She imagined herself in a luxurious hotel in the Swiss Alps, in a large room with a view of snow-covered mountains. A fireplace slowly burning would warm the room, while she enjoyed a quiet breakfast of coffee, orange juice, and two Swiss chocolate croissants. That was all she needed after years of relentless work. — “I believe this time you deserve the attention,” Sheri, her boss, told her.

— “But I know you neither seek nor desire this noise and glory anymore.”

Nina nodded in agreement.

— “Once, I dreamed of all this. The attention, the success, the recognition. But now I no longer want it.”

Sheri smiled faintly.

— “Drop the modesty,” he said. “Everyone would want to be in your place. You’ve earned this through hard work. This year has been extraordinary for us, and we must maintain this level next year as well. We still have a great deal of work ahead.”
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