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BOOK THREE, CHAPTER ONE: THE WEIGHT OF VICTORY

The limousine was an onyx beast gliding through a canyon of skyscrapers, depositing Victor Smoke at the gilded entrance of the Sterling and Smoke annual gala. He was a man who believed his life was now stress-free, cleansed of both rivals and inconvenient loyalties.

The chauffeur, trained to anticipate his massive frame, had already braced the suspension, yet as Victor’s immense weight shifted onto the pavement, the luxury car momentarily rose on its shocks. It was a minor, physical testament to the gravitational pull of his presence.

A collective gasp from the crowd was immediately drowned out by the thunder of flashes and the chaotic roar of reporters who surged against the velvet rope. They were hungry, vying for a quote from the man who had just dismantled a corporate empire and a marriage in one devastating, public move.

“Mr. Smoke! Is it true the Von Novad case is fully closed?” “Will Angela Smoke appeal the divorce settlement?” “Sir, what about the new acquisition in Southeast Asia?”

Victor offered the crowd a practiced, condescending smile. He was done playing the victim; he was here to enjoy the spoils. He held up a hand, a gesture of absolute command, and the noise level dipped, momentarily.

Then, from the back of the crush, one voice sliced through the drone, a question so stark it seemed to momentarily extinguish the flashbulbs:

“Mr. Smoke, how do you feel after ruining your wife and her lover?”

The smile vanished.

Victor’s eyes—cold, blue, and utterly vacant of kindness—narrowed, locking onto the source of the venom. He moved, a colossal force, toward the velvet rope and the wrought-iron gate holding the press pack at bay. The reporter, a young woman with a cheap microphone, visibly recoiled, her bravado dissolving into sudden, paralyzing fear.

Victor stopped inches from the barrier, his sheer size eclipsing her. His voice, usually a deep rumble, became a booming, resonant force that carried over the silent courtyard.

“Where did you hear this?”

The reporter realized her sensationalism had struck not just a nerve, but a deep, festering wound, exposing something Victor had believed was permanently buried. She fumbled with her microphone, attempting to back out of the crowd, her face pale.

Victor didn't wait. He spoke into the sudden, terrifying silence, his command absolute.

“Garrick. Grab the reporter. Immediately.”

Garrick, who had been a respectful shadow by the limo, moved with professional swiftness, signaling two men in black suits. They vaulted the railing, cutting through the stunned crowd like blades, heading straight for the terrified young woman. The gala was forgotten. The cameras were rolling, capturing not the victorious CEO, but a ruthless titan of industry on the brink of violence.
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Victor watched as his men hauled the struggling reporter toward the service entrance. He had his answer, but it only led to a deeper, more chilling question: Who was feeding the press information that only a handful of people—his most loyal—should know?

He felt the familiar, cold burn of paranoia rekindling in his gut. The dust was far from settled. He scanned the crowd, his eyes searching for the ghost who had just whispered his secrets to the world.

Victor, his anger a cold, sharp blade he preferred to keep hidden, slapped a wide, practiced smile onto his face. He swung back toward the cameras, his massive frame radiating an almost manic cheer.

“Now, we can’t have negativity at this grand event!” he boomed, his voice pitched perfectly for the microphones. His hands rose in a gesture of benevolent dismissal. “This... this is a celebration! The greatest year in Sterling and Smoke history calls for nothing less!”

The silence of the crowd shattered. Just as Victor had known they would, the reporters, the photographers, and the rubberneckers instantly pivoted, eager to forget the inconvenient drama and return to the spectacle. They were sheep, he thought with a curl of his lip, and whichever way you herd them is where they go. The event was already being reframed: Victor Smoke, the CEO who won, brushing off a minor disturbance with grace.

He stepped through the gates, leaving the now-subdued buzz of the press area behind him. Garrick and his men had vanished with the reporter into the shadows of the service alley—a problem efficiently contained. The man who had everything was now arriving to claim his throne.

Inside, the grand ballroom of the Sterling Tower was a breathtaking display of opulence. Crystal chandeliers rained light onto the polished marble floors, illuminating the gorgeous women in custom-made dresses that shimmered like liquid jewels, and the men in flawless, bespoke tuxedos. Every face turned toward him, alight with admiration, envy, and the desperate hope of proximity. They were all here for him, awaiting the man himself, Victor Smoke.

He started his slow, deliberate walk across the room, accepting the shallow, congratulatory whispers, shaking hands, and nodding with the easy confidence of a monarch. The air was thick with the scent of expensive perfume and even more expensive ambition.

But beneath the triumph, a small, insidious knot of cold certainty was tightening in his chest. The reporter’s words echoed: “...ruining your wife and her lover.”

He hadn't ruined Von; he had neutralized a threat. And Angela? Her downfall was collateral damage in a move designed to secure his reign. No one—not even Garrick—should have connected the two in such a concise, accurate phrase.

He stopped by the central bar, accepting a glass of 1968 Armagnac. He took a sip, the warmth doing nothing to thaw the sudden ice in his veins. The words were a direct communication from someone who knew the truth, someone he hadn't yet accounted for.

Von is neutralized. Angela is exiled. I am Victor Smoke, and I don’t lose, ever.

He scanned the room again, not for admirers, but for an anomaly, a face that didn't fit the pattern of greedy sycophants. He knew the source of the leak had to be here, watching him celebrate a victory that was suddenly tasting like ashes.

Who was capable of planting a secret that precise? And more importantly, who was bold enough to deliver it directly to his front door?

Garrick materialized at Victor's shoulder, a dark, silent sentinel amid the flashing light and laughter. He leaned in, his voice a professional murmur pitched just below the surrounding noise.

“Sir, the reporter is secured. She’s in the wine cellar.”

Victor continued to scan the room, his eyes moving over the sea of faces like a predator assessing a herd. He didn't acknowledge Garrick immediately, the pursuit of the ghost face consuming his attention. The knot in his stomach was now a cold, metallic certainty: the threat was close.

Garrick, realizing he hadn't been heard over the gala's din, repeated his statement louder, the urgency a thin, almost imperceptible tremor in his tone. “Sir, the reporter is in the wine cellar.”

Victor blinked, pulled abruptly from his focused search. “Good,” he replied, the single word a chilling dismissal of the woman’s predicament.

As Victor turned fully toward his Head of Security, his gaze flickered over a cluster of guests near a marble column. For a split second, he saw it: a face too composed, eyes that held knowledge instead of adoration, a flash of something familiar and profoundly unwelcome. He couldn't place it—the face was obscured by the glittering shoulder of a socialite—but the impression was strong.

He squinted, his massive brow furrowing, and scanned the area again, a second, more predatory sweep. But the face was gone, absorbed by the shifting crowd, leaving Victor with only a phantom image and a racing heart.

He took another slow sip of the Armagnac, the cold reality of the situation settling over him. He was being played. The thought should have infuriated him, but instead, it sharpened his focus.

He smirked—a flash of his old, ruthless self—and gave Garrick a nod. “Let us speak with this reporter, Garrick. She is about to tell me who sent her.”
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Chapter 2: The Architect of Ruin
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The house Victor had settled on her, a coastal property disguised as a final, generous severance package, was a cage lined with velvet. Angela stood at the picture window, watching the endless churn of the waves. Victor believed he had exiled her, neutralized her, leaving her nothing but the ruins of her reputation.

He was wrong.

A renewed, chilling fire was growing in her gut. It wasn’t the impulsive rage of a scorned woman; it was the cold, focused resolve of a master strategist. Her purpose was singular: to take down Victor Smoke, and to do it legally, using the same law he had always been able to skew in his favor.

She would destroy the man who had traded his conscience for concrete power.

Angela ran a hand over the cool glass. She knew the law; she had practiced it alongside him for two decades, defending him from every kind of corporate assault. She knew the hidden bank accounts, the shell companies, and the dark corners of his empire. But those were only technical weapons. Her true leverage was far more intimate.
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