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CHAPTER ONE: TRACK & FIELD
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Victoria Sloan was not merely a picture of power and authority—she was its living embodiment. Tall and sleek, built like an Olympic swimmer sculpted for both elegance and endurance, she carried herself with the precision of someone who had never once had to rush for anything. Her gaze—cold, unblinking steel—spoke volumes before her lips ever moved, the kind of look that told you she had long since mastered the art of command.

Her short auburn hair wasn’t simply cut and styled; it was engineered. Each strand lay in deliberate formation, a quiet statement that nothing in her world was left to chance. Every line of her tailored attire whispered bespoke craftsmanship, the kind of subtle luxury that those outside her circles could never quite name but instinctively recognized as unattainable.

Even pushing thirty, Victoria didn’t just exude confidence—she radiated ownership. Upper class was too soft a term for her. She wasn’t merely wealthy; she was entrenched in a latticework of connections that reached into boardrooms, courts, and governments. Her kind of money was old, quiet, and terrifying in its permanence—the kind that could buy you out many times over, then smirk at the notion it had made any perceptible dent in her fortune. Her wealth was a force of nature—silent, absolute, and as indifferent as gravity. She was connected in ways that made the idea of opposition laughable. If she wanted something—an object, a business, a person—it stopped being a question of if and became a matter of when.

In every room she entered, she stood as though she had commissioned the walls and approved the furniture. She looked at every person the way a strategist studies a battlefield—each a resource, an obstacle, or an acquisition. For Victoria, domination wasn’t satisfied with mere control. It demanded total consumption—mind, body, and soul—until there was nothing left of the other person that hadn’t been redefined by her influence.

When she looked at you, it wasn’t appraisal—it was assessment. She weighed your worth like a jeweler examines a flawed stone, already knowing whether you’d be polished into something useful or shattered beyond recognition.

When she smiled, it wasn’t warmth—it was a warning.

She sat in the owner’s box at the Greenville Sports Arena, the world below her a patchwork of noise and motion. The Tri-State Competition was in full swing, a variety of events were underway in the stadium below, but Victoria had her eyes on only one, the women's Hour Run—twelve young women, all eighteen, pounding the 400-meter track in the grueling hour run. A competition for furthest distance, not best time. The clock showed four minutes left. For most spectators, this was the sprint to the finish. For Victoria Sloan, it was the part where character was revealed.

Her eyes hadn’t wandered from the two leaders. They had been at the front for nearly twenty minutes, they’d stalked their way there from the middle of the pack with unflinching patience at the half way mark.

Next to her sat Sterling Ames, her trusted advisor in matters where human potential was the commodity. Mid-forties, looking barely thirty-five, Sterling was as disciplined with his own body as he was with his work—an unspoken requirement for anyone in Victoria’s employ. He held a datapad at the ready, while both peered through high-grade binoculars like seasoned horse traders appraising thoroughbreds.

“They are quite the specimens,” Sterling murmured, a hint of appreciation in his otherwise neutral tone.

Victoria didn’t answer immediately. Her gaze remained locked on the two young women, they could be mistaken for siblings—light brown hair in shades barely three tones apart, their builds so closely matched they could have been cast from the same mold. One was perhaps an inch taller, but the symmetry of their movement was mesmerizing. Determination was etched into their faces—not the casual grit of hobbyists, but the relentless drive of athletes who had been bred, built, and burned into competition.

Her binoculars drifted lower, watching the rhythm of their breathing, the controlled rise and fall of chests that were lean, compact, efficient. No wasted motion. No unnecessary weight. Apex runners.

Victoria’s lips curved into the faintest shadow of a smile. “Yes,” she said at last, voice calm but certain. “Quite the specimens.”

“Shall I arrange the acquisition?” Sterling’s voice was placid, his expression unreadable—like a man discussing a wine delivery rather than people.

Victoria’s breathing was steady, controlled—the slow, even pulse of a predator moments before the strike.
“Yes.” She didn’t take her eyes off the track. “Use an all-female team. I don’t want them sullied in transit.”
“As you wish.” Sterling tapped a quiet note into his datapad. “Traditional orientation, or contemporary?”

She finally lowered the binoculars and turned her gaze on him, the corners of her lips twitching at his audacity. It would be the same look if he had asked if she wanted her champagne in a flute or a paper cup. The look was slow and deliberate—like she was deciding whether to laugh or devour him.
“You’re so funny, Sterling.” Her voice was velvet over steel as she returned to the race.
“Traditional it is,” he murmured, already logging the decision.

“Notify Evelyn,” Victoria continued, “that I’ll be handling the training myself. She can conduct orientation and evaluation.”

“Noted.”

“And Sterling?” She licked her lips with the faintest trace of satisfaction. “They’ll look absolutely delicious in pink.”

"Yes, Ma'am." He punched it in.

The hour whistle shrilled across the stadium. The runners slowed, the two leaders easing into a walk, chests heaving, legs still coiled with energy. Victoria exhaled, the control in her breath masking the hunger that coiled beneath it.

She had found her racing team.

~~On the track~~

Mindy was still riding that runner’s high — that intoxicating, almost electric hum that made the rest of the world fade out. It was right up there with chocolate sundaes on her list of life’s best things... except this was a negative-calorie sundae, the kind other women wished came in pill form.

She didn’t need the judges’ announcement to know she’d won. 17,282 meters.
Hell yes!
Kara had been glued to her shadow the whole race — no more than three steps behind — and the final tally proved it: 17,280 meters. Two meters difference. Two meters that meant bragging rights.

Kara caught her eye as the numbers were read. She didn’t speak — just mouthed, Nice run, bitch, before collapsing onto the grass in a dramatic heap, staring up at the sky like she was waiting to see if the afterlife had bleachers.

The next closest runner was twenty-three meters behind them. No contest. This wasn’t just winning — it was domination.

Mindy strolled over to her fallen friend, still grinning, ready to twist the knife with the sweetest, most self-satisfied gloat she could muster.

“Where the hell were you?” Mindy’s smile was all sass and sweat.

“I hate you and everything you stand for,” Kara said flatly, still trying to catch her breath.

“Coach is coming,” Mindy teased, her voice mock-serious.

Kara jerked upright like she’d been shocked. “Bitch,” she muttered when she spotted the coach still planted over at the fifty-meter dash.

“Made you look.” Mindy’s grin widened. She had a mean streak, but Kara couldn’t help respecting it—there was something about fire recognizing fire.

Mindy offered her hand, and Kara took it. Her legs felt like rebar as she hauled herself upright. Ninety minutes. That’s all they had to rest, refuel, and try to trick their bodies into thinking they could survive the next gauntlet: two back-to-back 5K heats. Grueling on a good day, suicidal after pounding out more than seventeen kilometers in an hour.

Their coach had argued against it, but with them, the decision was already made. Winning wasn’t optional. It wasn’t even a goal. It was oxygen. And if they had to run through hell to get it, so be it.

~~In the owner's box~~

“A new Tri-State record,” Sterling observed, scanning the numbers on his datapad. “We’ve got an hour and a half before they run again. Shall I invite them up?”

Victoria didn’t even blink. Through her binoculars, the two runners filled her vision—lean, disciplined, perfect. She wanted them now, but patience was part of the hunt.

“No.” Her voice was low, certain. “We’ll wait. I want to see how they handle the stress of the next race.”

“Shall I order food while we wait?” Sterling asked.

“Yes. House cheese plate. And a fresh glass of milk... on the rocks.” She never lowered the binoculars.

Sterling inclined his head and crossed to the back of the owner’s box, where a polished bar gleamed under soft lighting. Behind it stood a young woman in a bikini, her beauty almost ornamental, as if selected for the decor. The smile on her face was placid, obedient and content.

"House milk with ice." He told her. "And a double shot of whiskey for me."

Without hesitation, she turned away, slipped a breast free, and fitted a pump to it. The faint whir joined the quiet hum of the room.

While the pump worked, Sterling picked up the phone at the bar and called the kitchen, placing the food order with the same efficiency he handled legal affairs. The whole exchange was mechanical, practiced—part of the unspoken machinery of Victoria’s world.

~~A little later~~

The cheese plate had been arranged on a marble tray, the glass of milk set beside it over ice, beads of condensation sliding slowly down its surface. Victoria sat back in her seat now, legs crossed, binoculars in one hand, the other cradling the glass. She sipped slowly, letting the chilled creaminess coat her tongue as she watched the runners down on the field warm up for the 5K.

Sterling returned to her side, datapad in hand. “I’ve compiled their profiles from the investigator’s notes,” he began, his voice even, professional. “Mindy—eighteen. Lives with her aunt who works evenings, a good window exists between 11pm when Mindy is usually in bed and when her aunt comes home around 2am. Competitive athlete since she was thirteen, track and cross-country. Social media shows a fixation on sweets—ice cream, cake
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