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Chapter 1
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They fill the community center like poker chips in a giant's hands. Supporters. Business owners. Uncommitted gamblers, eager to bet on a winner. It's Robert Tellez's last campaign stop, and everything's perfect. Tellez is perfect. His hair. His suit. His words. Everything. His eyes comb the room as he speaks, flicking over faces, scanning like a high-tech camera. "Las Vegas deserves better," he declares, measuring his cadence, timing it just right. They're with him. Nods, clapping. Hands go up with cell phones. Campaign buttons dot the crowd. The color of the print jobs and glossy flyers. High-budget videos play against the walls, outshining his opponent's cheap stuff. They’re sold.

Tellez stands tall, imposing at the podium. Salt-and-pepper hair perfectly styled. The expensive suit immaculate. He gestures with calculated precision, each movement designed to captivate. His voice is smooth, commanding, carrying through the packed room with ease. "Outdated systems and bureaucratic inefficiency have held us back for too long," he says, his tone full of promise and authority. "I will bring the change this office desperately needs." He pauses, lets it sink in. Glances at the crowd. They're eating it up. His presence is a magnetic field, pulling them closer. Everything is under control. Just the way he likes it.

Campaign volunteers hustle through the aisles, handing out sleek brochures. "Tellez: Accountability and Modernization for Las Vegas." A confident slogan, shining in bold letters. Supporters snap them up, whisper to each other. A wave of excitement and chatter. This is a well-oiled machine, a perfect assembly line of persuasion. The opponent's table sits in the corner, neglected. Few takers for the plain paper flyers. Low budget. Low effort. It only makes Tellez's operation look sharper, more polished. It's an art, and he’s the master.

Two young men talk in hushed voices, undecided but leaning. "He's got the background," one says, eyeing Tellez like a prized racehorse. "Local government, all that." The other nods, thumbing the edge of a campaign button. They're seeing it, buying into the pitch. It's not just a speech; it's a promise. Tellez makes it feel personal, urgent. Like he's speaking directly to them. Across the room, business owners nod, shake hands. They've seen enough. Tellez is their guy, their best bet for the future. The momentum builds, like dice heating up in a hot streak.

Tellez senses it, the shifting tide. He presses forward, the closer to his pitch. "We need bold leadership, not outdated ideas," he says. His words cut through the air, direct and deliberate. No room for doubt. He’s locked in, the room his chessboard. "Together, we'll lead Las Vegas into a brighter tomorrow." The confidence rolls off him in waves. Strategic. Sure. They’re swept up, drawn in. This is no amateur hour; this is the big leagues. He’s showing them how it’s done.

An older couple leans close, whispering. "Our neighbor's son worked for him," the woman says. "Said he's a perfectionist, runs a tight ship." Her husband adjusts his glasses, squints at Tellez. "That's what we need. No nonsense." Their minds are made up. Converts in the church of Robert Tellez. They slip campaign buttons onto their lapels, trade knowing looks. The feeling spreads, contagious, like a fever. It won’t be long before more are infected.

The scene plays out like a finely directed film, Tellez the lead actor. Each element choreographed, down to the smallest detail. He doesn't break stride, keeps the energy high. Volunteers wear matching shirts, crisp and clean. The high-gloss flyers and videos are premium grade, no expense spared. The contrast with his opponent is glaring, impossible to miss. This is power, money, influence in action. Tellez's arena.

A teenage volunteer passes two undecided voters. "We’re gonna win, right?" one asks, young voice cracking with anticipation. The other nods, eyes wide. "It's in the bag," she says, holding a stack of flyers like a dealer with a hot hand. They grin, move on to convert more holdouts. 

Tellez finishes his speech with practiced flair. "Las Vegas deserves better," he repeats. "And together, we’ll make sure it gets it." Applause erupts, loud and full of hope. This is what victory looks like. He watches the crowd, measuring their response, taking mental notes. It's gone exactly as planned, every move paying off. He steps back from the podium, lets the momentum carry through the room.

The community center buzzes with excitement. People linger, talk about the speech, make plans to volunteer. It's a controlled chaos, just as he intended. He's left them wanting more. Robert Tellez exits the stage, the candidate with the edge, the man with the winning hand.

* * *

[image: ]


Jeff German plants himself in the back row. Tired but determined, like the sea-worn face of a sailor facing the morning swell. It's Tellez's show, but German's seen it before. Polished candidate. Rapt audience. A Vegas con with new paint. He jots notes, eyes darting between Tellez and the crowd. They scribble over the same ground: change, accountability, modernization. The man doesn't quit, and neither does German. After the speech, he corners Tellez, introduces himself. A calm shark circling a power suit. "I'd like to hear more about your specific plans," he says, with a reporter's unyielding confidence. 

The words hang between them. An invitation. A challenge. Tellez smiles, polished and professional. But there's a flicker, a flash of annoyance in those dark eyes. "Jeff German, Las Vegas Review-Journal," he repeats. His voice is silk over steel. "I know your work well." He pauses, calculates. "Perhaps we'll find a time to talk in more detail." It's smooth, too smooth. But German's patient. He doesn't need it all right now.

His pen moves like a slow, steady machine. Veteran journalist. Four decades under his belt, every politician from city hall to organized crime. A crease in the Nevada sun, just like his face. His notes are a spider web, catching details that slip past others. Tellez's confidence. The crowd's response. He hears Tellez say the word "deserve," sees heads nodding like they're in a sermon. It makes him smile, just a little. A dry, knowing smile.

He glances around, takes in the scene. Young, eager campaign workers. Older, skeptical voters won over by the show. The flash of cell phones and the murmur of agreement. He writes it all down. "Together, we'll lead Las Vegas," Tellez says, riding the high of his own words. But German's got the real high ground, watching it unfold with the seasoned eyes of a sniper.

After the speech, it's a circus. Tellez shakes hands, meets and greets. A salesman with a ready smile, closing deals on all sides. German cuts through the crowd, angles for his moment. "I've covered every public administrator since 1982," he says. The tone is sharp, professional. The implication sharper. He's seen them come and go. Tellez looks him in the eye, but there's a flicker of something. Hesitation, maybe. Or just calculation. "I'm sure we can arrange something," Tellez says, dodging but polite. 

It's a dance, and German knows the steps. Tellez deflects, talks about his focus on the election. Doesn't give more than he has to. The crowd presses in, more hands to shake, more smiles to give. German's unfazed. He's seen this game before. He's a stubborn player.

Other reporters mill around, picking at the scraps. They recognize German, nod with respect. He's the big fish, the old pro. "Think you can get him on the record?" one asks, a young guy with wide eyes and a recorder ready. German shrugs, a hint of humor in the gesture. "Always do," he says, and it sounds like a promise.

He works the room, methodical and sure. Talks to volunteers, campaign staff, voters. Collects tidbits, stories, reactions. It's a jigsaw puzzle, and he's fitting the pieces together. Each conversation, each observation builds the picture. A high-stakes game, and he’s in it for the long haul.

Jeff German leaves the event with more than he came with. Notes in his book, ideas in his head. He moves with a quiet confidence, a man on a mission. The story’s out there, and he’ll find it. Tellez has his campaign, his big show. German has the truth, and he’s not letting go.

* * *
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The hotel ballroom swells with red, white, and blue. A political circus under a circus tent. Election night for Robert Tellez. Staff and supporters crowd every corner, nervously eyeing laptops and phones. Refresh. Refresh. Refresh. They’re waiting for a miracle, and maybe it’s coming. Tension simmers and the whole place holds its breath. Samantha Tellez stands by her husband's side, the supportive wife with the strategic smile. When the race is finally called, cheers erupt. The air explodes with them. It’s victory, and Robert Tellez milks it, arms raised, a winner's pose. Jeff German stands at the edges, watching, writing, already planning his next move.

Red. White. Blue. Everywhere. The decorations scream campaign fever, the Tellez brand on full display. Banners hang from the ceiling like a political sky. "Tellez for Change" in bold letters, a mantra for the night. The hotel ballroom pulses with anticipation, an organism with a single thought. Waiting. Counting. Hoping. 

Campaign staff huddle around laptops. Refresh again. Nervous glances. Nervous smiles. One of them breaks the tension with a joke, too loud. "A little patience, guys!" More refreshing. It's going to be a long night, and no one can tear their eyes away. Phones beep with updates, each one a shot of adrenaline.

Samantha Tellez stands among them, calm and poised but with tension in her shoulders. Kind eyes scanning the crowd, careful to meet each gaze. Her smile is practiced, polite, hiding the storm underneath. She chats with supporters, a composed presence in the chaos. "Thank you for being here," she says, her words soft, supportive. It's not her first campaign, but this one's different. More at stake. Everything at stake.

The buzz of excitement competes with the silent pressure of uncertainty. Clusters of supporters talk strategy, chew on fingernails, analyze numbers. They’re caught between hope and fear, the ultimate Vegas gamble. "He’s got this," a young volunteer insists, voice wavering. His friend isn't so sure. "It’s close," he replies, checking his phone for the hundredth time. Close enough to burn them.

Robert Tellez is a rock in the center of the storm. He's calm, collected. Plays the part perfectly. No stress on that face. He's done this before. Acted like a winner, even when the odds were against him. "Let's keep focused," he tells the staff, steady and reassuring. "We knew it would be a tight race." They nod, trust him, draw strength from his confidence. 

Jeff German lurks at the edges, recording the night's every twist. He watches it like a boxing match, a seasoned spectator. Tellez against the numbers, the story against the spin. He notes the players, the power brokers. He's not the star here, but he’s got a front-row seat to the drama. The grizzled reporter taking it all in, filing it away for later.

The numbers close in. Tension tightens. Supporters hover over screens, whisper nervously. "It’s a nail-biter," one says, chewing the nail in question. His friend punches numbers into a calculator, a campaign worker playing accountant. "We’re gonna make it," she says, more prayer than statement.

When the call finally comes, it's like a bomb going off. Tellez wins. The room explodes in sound and motion. Cheers, screams, hugs. Relief and triumph, raw and unfiltered. They’ve gambled and won. Banners unfurl. Confetti rains. It's pure, unrestrained chaos.

Tellez takes the stage, the king of his own carnival. "Today marks the beginning of a new era for Las Vegas," he announces, voice booming over the crowd. They eat it up, cheer like they’re at a rock concert. The world is his, and he knows it.

Samantha stands by his side, arm around his waist. Relief mingles with joy. It's everything they wanted. The hard part’s over, or maybe it’s just begun. But for now, it’s celebration. She leans in, whispers something in his ear. He laughs, looks out over the crowd. They are unstoppable.

German scribbles in his notebook, unhurried and precise. He sees it all, the jubilation and the key players. But he's not part of the party, not swept up in the wave. Tellez is the name on everyone's lips. German's just the guy with the notebook, but he's got the angle. He's got the story.

Tellez's arms stretch skyward, a victor’s pose. It's his moment, and he's living it large. The night is his, the office is his. The plan's worked, every move a winning one.

But German's eyes miss nothing. Not Tellez’s victory speech, not the influencers offering congratulations. He records it with the steady hand of a craftsman. He's not out, not yet. The game continues, and he’s still playing.

The scene is jubilation, a perfect picture of success. But in the corner, a journalist with a worn leather notebook is writing his own story. One the others won’t see coming.
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Chapter 2
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The blinds are closed now. Mornings in the office used to be bright, the Nevada sun making hard shadows across files and phone cords and desktops. Now, Monday begins in a strange kind of dusk. Daniel Thompson scans the rows of cubicles. They're a maze of beige dividers, muted partitions that block even the overhead fluorescents. Conversations, like the light, are cut off before they go very far. The new atmosphere feels cool, precise, sterile. Daniel shivers in his thin button-down.

Everything has changed. Last week, the space buzzed with an almost chaotic energy. Today, voices stay low. Chairs glide, almost soundless, across the carpet. Staff hunch over their workstations, fingers striking keyboards in rapid staccato bursts. He senses urgency but not energy, urgency but not excitement. As if the air itself has a quota to fill. Daniel drops his bag at his desk, smooths a hand over his hair. Seven years he's worked here, and today it feels like a stranger's office. Tellez's office now.

Tellez. The man stands at the front of the room, tall and polished as ever. Immaculate suit, crisp tie, manicured presence. It's hard to look anywhere else when he is in the room. Daniel joins the gathering crowd, standing on the outskirts and shoving his hands in his pockets. He watches Tellez take in the staff. The boss moves slowly, deliberately, eyes narrowing. There's something reptilian about it, Daniel thinks. Reptilian and hungry.

"Thank you for joining me on time," Tellez begins. His voice is a metronome, each word measured and clipped. "I appreciate your promptness as we move into a new era of professionalism here." He pauses, scanning for anyone foolish enough to break eye contact. Daniel shifts his weight from one foot to the other, tries to remain steady. 

"Some of you may have grown comfortable with the previous administration's policies," Tellez continues. His tone could freeze a glass of water. "Allow me to correct that." 

The words hang like frost in the room. Daniel sees a few heads nod, sees a few worried glances. He knows what they are thinking, because he's thinking it too: how far is Tellez going to take this?

"Our focus will be on structure and discipline," Tellez says, smiling a bureaucrat's smile. The smile is supposed to comfort. It doesn't. "New policies will be in place immediately." 

He's not wasting time, Daniel thinks. Not wasting a second. This is the man they all elected, and Daniel wonders if the staff realizes what they've signed up for. Or if they even had a choice.

Tellez continues his speech, laying out a cold blueprint for what he calls "operational excellence." Phones silent. Computers monitored. Cases closed faster than ever before. He speaks like a man counting bullets in a loaded gun, ticking them off as he fires. The changes are effective immediately, and they are sweeping. "Efficiency is the currency of success," Tellez states. "I expect each of you to invest heavily."

Daniel's heart thuds. He's only half listening by the time Tellez finishes. He watches his colleagues murmur in uneasy clusters, watches their wary looks. Efficiency, he thinks. The only currency worth a damn to this guy.

A phone rings, sharp and sudden. Heads whip around. They spot the culprit: a young employee, flustered and fumbling in her purse. Tellez descends like a hawk. 

"Personal devices compromise our focus and security," Tellez says, plucking the phone from her hand. His voice is ice over silk. "They will remain here until your shift ends."

Daniel watches, eyes wide, as Tellez drops the phone into a small box at the front of the room. Others are in there already, black rectangles in a plastic coffin. 

"This will be standard procedure," Tellez announces, and his gaze locks onto each and every one of them. Daniel can practically feel the chill from his boss's stare.

As the meeting breaks, Daniel returns to his desk. His hands shake slightly. He's not sure if he's angry or scared. Maybe both. The office buzzes with the same nervous efficiency as before. Maybe even more now. He hears someone whisper, "This is a prison," hears another respond, "Not even the warden, yet." The comments stop as quickly as they started. Too risky. Daniel can't blame them for being cautious. 

He's cautious too. Always has been. That's why he's stayed in this job so long, why he's kept his head down and his work solid. But Tellez changes everything, and Daniel's not sure where caution ends and cowardice begins. 

By midday, his skin feels too tight, too warm. He's still shivering beneath it. The air-conditioning hums and clicks, cycling in sterile bursts. He watches it rattle the plastic blinds and hopes it doesn't blow the entire place to bits. 

* * *
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Daniel eats his lunch with a side of tension. He doesn't bother unwrapping the whole sandwich, taking one corner out of the crinkled paper and chewing slowly as the room around him buzzes like an anxious hive. Employee clusters huddle and disperse in quick succession. Gossipy whispers peak and crash with the precision of ocean tides. A group near the water cooler swells like an undertow before Tellez comes up for air and drags them under.

Daniel sees the waves building. Three of them, bobbing their heads together. His mouth is dry, even with a fresh bite of bread and turkey. He washes it down with a gulp from his water bottle, watching the conversation swell and push through the cubicles. He can't hear what they’re saying, but the movements are enough to give them away. Fingers pointed, a few helpless shrugs. A constant check on the boss's closed door. Daniel bets they're saying what he's thinking: this guy is insane.

The sandwich sags in his hand. Lettuce and mayo peek from the crooked edges of wheat bread. He puts it down, already defeated. He's got an appetite for this work, has had one for years, but nothing kills hunger like what's happening today. Not even the changes under Tellez are as fast as they seem. It feels like it's always been this way, like Tellez hasn't wasted a second bending the place to his will. A mass Stockholm syndrome, all of them hostages to a man who barely finished his first day. 

Daniel stares at the sandwich. He's spent years getting comfortable here. He doesn't want to start over, doesn't want to stand out or make waves or rock the boat. And yet. He almost does it, almost intervenes. Almost tells the clusters it's okay, tells them it's not prison, tells them not to give up.

Almost.

The door opens. Daniel stops chewing. Tellez emerges, scans the room, crosses it with a glacial pace that makes every employee sit up straighter, type faster. He heads straight for the water cooler. The one place everyone knows is off-limits.

"This isn't a social club," Tellez says, voice sharp enough to cut the cooler in half. The water jug shivers. So do the employees. "Return to your stations."

One of the staff gulps, says, "We were just—"

"Now," Tellez snaps. Daniel sees the man's eyes drop. They're almost the same as the heads around him, dropping back into computers, back into cases, back to work. "Written communications only. No exceptions."

The cluster breaks, heads in opposite directions. Daniel swallows and watches as Tellez scans the room, making sure nobody is drowning. The air feels colder. The blinds feel tighter. 

Daniel shivers. This time he can't blame it on air-conditioning. He can't blame it on anyone but the man in charge. Tellez's influence is like gravity. It holds everything down, pulls everything into orbit, crushes anything caught in its field. He's a walking deadline, a 24/7 agenda. Employees dodge him like bullets, like the red dots of a sniper's rifle. Daniel wonders how long he can keep it up. Wonders if he'll snap like the others. 

His sandwich sits limp in its paper shell. His hands are the same, fingers digging into palms. His gut feels like it belongs to someone else, someone with better nerves and fewer years on the job. Daniel wishes he was that someone. 

The man from the water cooler tries again, stands a few feet from Tellez's office. "Sir," he calls, hands raised. Daniel watches him through narrow eyes, watches to see if he's suicidal. "Sir, that was just a discussion on the Harper file. Nothing personal. I swear."

Daniel hopes it helps. Knows it won't. 

"I expect written communications," Tellez says, barely turning. "No exceptions." His shoulders remain squared, his face smooth. He doesn't stop moving until the man lowers his hands. 

Daniel knows Tellez could dock them all on a dime. Could take their pay, their hours, their lunches. The boss would see it as efficiency, see it as nothing more than good business sense. A heavy investment in structure. The employees scatter back to their desks like they've been sprayed with fire hoses.

He wishes he could be sure of it, could be sure Tellez would go that far. But that's the thing. No one is sure. Least of all Daniel.

His eyes follow Tellez until the man closes his office door again, until the orbit stabilizes. Maybe he's crazy too, crazy to stay after the madness of this morning. A blind optimist. He could have jumped ship last week. He could still do it. But what else is out there? 

Daniel's stomach knots. He sits back down, rubs a hand across his face. Maybe he'll let it all happen. Let Tellez destroy it and rebuild. Let himself sit tight and float in the middle. Play the part he's played his entire life. He picks up the sandwich, takes a joyless bite. Maybe he can live on crumbs.

Files are better than crumbs, he tells himself. Files are better than confrontation, better than anything. He pulls a few from the top of the stack, arranges them on his desk. 

It feels safe to organize. Safe to bury himself. The paper is dry and familiar and blessedly unremarkable. Daniel arranges, highlights, sorts. He picks up where he left off, chews steadily on his lunch. It's routine, and he loves routine. But it’s not enough. Not this time. Tellez runs deeper than paper. The weight of him sits heavy as a stomach, no matter how much Daniel swallows. 

* * *
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The clipboard strikes at random. It's a slow, systemic destruction of anything in its path, a black-and-white assault on anything not bolted to the desk or coded into policy. From Daniel's vantage point, Tellez looks like a tank. He rolls down the cubicles with deadly precision, blasting through a colored sticky-note here, an open filing cabinet there, unchecked browsers and unapproved pens blowing up in his wake. 

The path is scorched with anxiety. No one is safe. Nothing is safe. Daniel watches from his desk, a sick feeling in his stomach. Personal items scatter as the clipboard advances. Pages flutter like white flags. He sees an employee at the far end trying to intercept Tellez, trying to explain that the folders are going home tonight, that they're only out for a minute. The man gets nowhere. "Tonight isn't now," Tellez replies, jotting a quick note on his sheet. 

He holds that sheet up like a warning shot. Blank spaces turn to ink in a flash. Papers pile up, spill over, spread out. Employees know they're next. Daniel knows he's next. It's just a matter of time.
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