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​Concrete Power: Smoke Screen

​

Book Two, Chapter One: The Unconditional Lie

​Von felt the roar of Victor’s voice—"...I NOW KNOW WHO YOU ARE!" not as sound, but as a physical blow against his chest, the final judgment in a court where the only verdict was death. 

​Victor stood behind his enormous desk, a mountain of man eclipsing the sun, casting a shadow that swallowed them whole. Von’s hand tightened into a fist in his suit pocket. He knows about Angela. The thought was cold and paralyzing. This was the ambush he’d spent five years avoiding, the one Victor, the amateur martial artist with the real army of security, could finally win. 

​Next to him, Angela subtly lowered her head, a gesture of submission that masked a lifetime of practiced survival. 

​The air in the office was thick, charged not just with triumph from the Beaumont case, but with the volatile, suffocating atmosphere of a trap sprung.

​Victor's colossal head turned, his eyes cold, Dark, and utterly vacant of kindness locking onto Von's. 

​"...I NOW KNOW WHO YOU ARE!" 

​Victor didn't wait for a response. He threw his head back and laughed a deep, booming sound that was more terrifying than any roar.

​"You're a Ranger, Mr. Novad! A goddamn shadow operative!" Victor roared, slapping the desk with a hand the size of a dinner plate. "I ran a full background check after you solved that Beaumont mess so cleanly, and I didn't stop at the surface. Turns out our top litigator is a ghost of a desert sniper!"

​Von felt his meticulously crafted life preserver his identity as a simple defense attorney shatter. But the knowledge that Victor had focused on his past profession and not his current lover brought a dizzying, temporary rush of relief. This was the "Smoke Screen" he hadn't seen: Victor was weaponizing his "old work" instead of demanding Von's head for the affair. 

​"You did a HELL of a job together," Victor said, his eyes now sweeping over Angela, a chilling note of possessiveness entering his voice. "I couldn't have asked for a more exemplary performance. That recording of the twin sister in Paris pure art, Von. Art!" 

​Victor rounded the desk, his presence filling the room. He didn’t look at Angela; his attention was solely on Von. ​Victor stopped directly in front of Von, his shadow swallowing the light entirely. He didn't invade Von's space with a punch or a threat; he did it with the casual, terrifying dominance of ownership.

​"So, here's the deal, Ranger," Victor said, his voice dropping to a gravelly, intimate conspiratorial tone. "The Cayman Trust is running a leak. A sewer line, as you lawyers say. Our entire concrete foundation is vulnerable."

​Victor handed Von the manila folder. "I need you two to find out who the Management Agent for the Trust is. Find the name, and then you..." Victor jabbed a thick finger into Von's chest "...you will go and take care of him. Permanently, if necessary."

​Victor's eyes snapped to Angela, still standing silently beside Von. "Angela will handle the legal smoke screen here. She'll bury the firm in enough plausible deniability to hold off the regulators. You, Von, will be the cleaner. You will find the Management Agent, retrieve or destroy every piece of evidence linking us to the Trust, and you will ensure the line is secure. Cleanly."

​He stepped back, returning to his desk and picking up a gold-plated pen. "The coordinates are inside the file. I need the problem solved, not argued. Do you understand, Ranger? I want the source neutralized, and I want it done now."

​He smiled, a cold, empty, terrifying thing. "Don't come back with excuses. Come back with a win. You're my top man, now. Don't disappoint the man who gave you a second life." 

​Von and Angela walked the gauntlet of the firm's main corridor. The usual buzz of afternoon deals and ambition felt muted, distant. Every click of Angela’s heels on the polished marble sounded like a gunshot in the new, terrified silence they shared.

​They didn't speak until they reached her office the only place Victor's gaze, they hoped, didn't yet reach. She locked the door and spun the desk chair toward him, her movements jerky and desperate.

​"He knows I'm his," she breathed, running a trembling hand through her dark hair. "He knows everything about my contract, about the 'unconditional' love he bought and paid for. He's not paranoid about us, Von, he's secure."

​Von slammed the manila folder onto her desk. "That's why he gave us the job. It's a test of loyalty and a means to an end. He’s putting his most valuable assets, us, to work covering his biggest liability. The Cayman Trust isn't just a leak; it's the main sewer line."

​Angela’s eyes, fierce and focused again, were already scanning the file's sparse contents. "The client is a shell company named Ascension Global Holdings. The deceased director is listed as Thomas Kael. It funneled money into the trust for five years before Kael conveniently died. This isn't just money laundering; this is deep, sophisticated corporate shell work."

​Von leaned over the desk, his knuckles white against the dark wood. "The old firm's problem was Beaumont. The new firm's problem is Kael and Ascension. But the truth is, Victor is the problem. He's the one who needs to disappear."

​Von circled the room, every instinct honed by years in the field now screaming for tactical assessment. "Victor called the Trust the concrete foundation of Sterling & Smoke. That means it's not just a client asset; it's the firm's war chest. If we attack the trust, we're not just fighting a shell company, we're attacking Victor's access to cash, his leverage."

​Angela pulled up her laptop, her fingers flying over the keys. "I can dig into Kael's financials. He had to be a straw man. No one dies that 'conveniently' when billions are on the line. I'll start running deep nets on his travel, his communications, his real next of kin, the people who would now control his estate and, by extension, the trust."

​"No," Von cut in, his voice sharp. "Too slow. Victor will see us coming. We have to hit the foundation, not the facade. The problem isn't the dead man, it's the Trust's structure. The Cayman system is designed to be impermeable. If Victor is worried, there must be a weakness, a single point of failure he can't control."

​He picked up a notepad and began sketching a crude diagram. "Think like a field operative, Angela. You don't take a building by attacking the walls; you find the single coiled wire, the circuit breaker, and you cut the power."

​"The circuit breaker," Angela murmured, her gaze lifting from the screen, connecting the legal problem to Von's lethal metaphor. "The Trustee. Every trust, no matter how remote, requires a human being, or a corporate entity, with signatory power. A single point of control and, therefore, a single point of vulnerability."

​"Exactly," Von confirmed. "The Beaumont case taught Victor that I am a killer in a suit. He wants me to clean this mess up. A cleaner doesn't argue law; he eliminates threats. We need the name of the Trustee. That person is the coiled wire. They hold the key to Victor’s empire, and they are the threat we need to neutralize."

​Angela quickly scanned the file's header sheet. Her eyes narrowed. "The Ascension Global Holdings documentation lists the trustee as a bank. The Fischer-Stone Bank in Geneva. Standard offshore practice, and effectively bulletproof."

​"A bank is too big to kill," Von said, running a hand over his tired face.

​"Wait," Angela said, tapping the screen to enlarge a footnote. "Fischer-Stone is the corporate trustee, but they designated a sole 'Managing Agent' with immediate and irrevocable discretionary control over all assets. A single human signatory for all transactions. Someone who can be bought, blackmailed, or..." she trailed off, glancing at Von.

​Von finished the thought for her, his voice low and dangerous. "...or disappeared."

​He leaned over the desk, his face inches from hers. "Get me that name, Angela. You find the Managing Agent, and I'll make sure that Victor Smoke's concrete foundation crumbles from the inside out." 

Angela’s fierce eyes were already blazing, no longer from fear but from the exhilarating focus of the hunt. Her fingers danced across the keyboard, pulling the name from the cryptic footnotes of the Ascension Global Holdings file.

​"Got it," she breathed. "The Managing Agent with irrevocable discretionary control is a man named Elias Thorne. Based in London, ostensibly a minor partner at the bank, but clearly the puppet master for every shell company tied to this Trust."

​Von leaned in, planting his palms on the desk, the tension coiling his body like a spring. "Thorne. Elias Thorne. Give me everything, family, habits, weaknesses. I need a tactical profile, not a resumé."

​As Angela navigated a financial intelligence database, a strange digital tremor rippled across her screen. The standard corporate profile for Elias Thorne, a pristine headshot, a list of professional appointments, seemed to stutter, and then, a critical warning box flashed, stark red against the white page.

​ACCESS ALERT: This profile has recently been subject to extreme, high-volume query activity originating from multiple compromised dark-net servers.

​"What is that?" Von snapped.

​"It's... a digital alarm bell," Angela whispered, her eyes wide with sudden realization. "Someone else is looking for Elias Thorne. Someone who doesn't care about discretion." She quickly ran the IP addresses, tracing the pattern of the queries. "They aren't looking at his public legal records like we are, Von. They're searching for his current location, his travel manifests, even satellite images of his home."

​Von straightened up, the lawyer persona dissolving completely, replaced by the predator. "This isn't the government, Angela. The IRS or the SEC are loud; they use subpoenas. This is surgical. The signature of a ghost." He focused on the pattern. "Multiple dark-net servers... high volume, then silence. That’s a characteristic cover-and-extract pattern. They hit hard and fast to find the target, then they go dark while they move in."

​"Why?" Angela asked, her voice tight. "If the government gets him, the Trust collapses. If Victor gets him, the Trust is secured. If this third party gets him..."

​"Then the Trust is secured for them," Von finished, his jaw clenched. "They aren't looking for a witness or an asset. They are looking to neutralize the threat. Elias Thorne is the coiled wire, and someone else is trying to cut it before we even locate the pliers."
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