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Prologue: The Illusion of Perfect
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The world was never designed to be five stars.

At first, the system had seemed like a gift. A tool to sort through the endless choices, a way to distill excellence from mediocrity. Five stars—the pinnacle of achievement, the universal shorthand for quality, trust, and success.

But when everything depends on a perfect rating, what happens when you fall short?

For Elizabeth Harper, the answer had been swift and merciless. One poorly received book, a storm of negative reviews, and the algorithm had buried her. Once a rising name in self-publishing, she had become nothing more than a cautionary tale whispered in forums about how a single misstep could erase years of work.

J.R. Wolfe had played by the old rules, back when talent and patience mattered more than trending keywords. He had trusted in traditional publishing, in the slow grind of critical acclaim and word-ofmouth success. But now, he was learning the hard way that even literary fiction—the so-called art of the elite—was subject to the tyranny of stars.

Veronica Westcott, on the other hand, had never doubted where the power truly lay. She had watched the industry evolve from within, shifting her strategies, adapting, capitalizing on the new world order. Reviews could be bought, algorithms could be manipulated, and success could be engineered. She wasn’t a storyteller—she was a tactician.

And then there were the gatekeepers, the unseen hands shaping the industry from within. Sebastián Locke, a marketing strategist with enough data at his fingertips to make or break an author overnight. Vivian Sinclair, the publishing executive who had learned that a five-star system wasn’t about literature—it was about control.

And finally, the ones who were untouchable: the wealthy, the well-connected, the writers who never had to wonder whether their books would be seen or forgotten. Julian Raines, the literary darling with an ironclad network of industry allies. Simone Vaughn, the recluse whose books sold not because of reviews, but because the world had already decided she was a genius.

Their lives, their ambitions, their paths bound together by a system none of them could escape.

A system that had once promised fairness but had become something else entirely—an illusion of perfection, designed to keep the powerful in power and the desperate forever chasing stars.

And now, as the rules continued to shift, each of them would have to ask:

How far would they go to survive?
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Chapter 1: The Gathering of Stars
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Liz Harper couldn’t shake the feeling that she didn’t belong here.

She had thought it the moment she stepped into the Vespera House Literary Gala, a yearly event where authors, editors, and publishing elites clinked glasses and discussed who was still relevant and who had disappeared into obscurity.

Liz was dangerously close to becoming the latter.

Clutching a glass of cheap champagne served in an expensive flute, she stood near the back of the crowded ballroom, scanning the room for familiar faces. Everyone here had a perfect rating—or at least the illusion of one.

And then, she spotted him. J.R. Wolfe.

Once, she had admired his literary success. Now, she envied the fact that his books were still visible, still discussed. He might not have been a blockbuster name, but he wasn’t fighting the algorithm’s death sentence the way she was.

But before she could debate whether to approach him, another voice—smooth, controlled—cut through the crowd.

Veronica Westcott.

“Liz, darling!” Veronica’s voice carried, drawing the attention of the small, powerful circle around her.

Liz forced a smile as Veronica closed the distance, all grace and effortless confidence.

“Didn’t expect to see you here,” Veronica continued, leaning in with the kind of familiarity that was just a little too warm to be genuine. “I thought you were... taking a break?”

Translation: I thought your career was dead.

Liz swallowed the bitterness that rose in her throat. “I wanted to reconnect. Stay in the loop.”

Veronica’s expression was full of polite amusement. “Of course.

We have to stay visible, don’t we?”

Liz wasn’t sure if it was mockery or sympathy. Maybe both.

Before she could respond, a new voice joined them.

“Veronica,” J.R. Wolfe greeted smoothly, stepping into their circle. “Still managing to stay three steps ahead of the market, I see.” Veronica flashed him a smile—one of calculated charm.

“You know me,” she replied. “Adapt or die.”

Liz watched as J.R. tilted his head, studying Veronica with the quiet skepticism of a man who still believed in writing for the sake of writing—but knew the game was rigged.

“You call it adapting,” he said, lifting his glass. “I call it... selective survival.”

Veronica merely laughed, unbothered. “And yet, here we all are.
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