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    To those who believe it is too late to change.It never is.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The axe forgets; the tree remembers."— African Proverb
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Chapter 1: The Golden Tongue
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Victor Vance stood before the floor-to-ceiling window of his penthouse. Below him, the city looked like a circuit board. Lights flickered in patterns of red and white. Victor liked heights. From up here, people looked small. They looked manageable.

He adjusted his silk tie. The knot was perfect. He looked at his reflection in the dark glass. His hair was silver at the temples, giving him the look of a man who knew things. He did know things. He knew exactly what people wanted to hear.

His phone vibrated on the marble counter. It was a message from Sarah.

I just want to talk, the message read.

Victor deleted it. He did not talk to people from his past. He only talked to people who could help his future. He picked up his briefcase. The leather was soft and expensive. He walked out of the apartment, the silence of the room feeling like a victory.

Twenty minutes later, Victor entered the lobby of a major tech firm. He was there to close a deal. He was going to convince a smaller company to sell their patents for half of what they were worth. It was his specialty. He called it "optimizing the human element." Others called it lying.

In the elevator, a woman stood next to him. She was young, perhaps thirty. She wore a sharp blue suit. She looked at her phone and frowned.

"Big day?" Victor asked. His voice was smooth. It was a voice designed to make strangers feel safe.

The woman looked up. She smiled, but her eyes remained cold. "The biggest. I am about to convince a man to give me everything he owns while making him think it was his idea."

Victor laughed. It was a short, charming sound. "That is a difficult skill. Most people are too honest to pull it off."

"I am not most people," the woman said. The elevator doors opened. She stepped out and disappeared into the hallway.

Victor felt a small chill. The phrase she used—give me everything he owns while making him think it was his idea—sounded familiar. He shook the feeling off. He had used those exact words in a speech at a business conference three years ago. It was a common strategy. He walked toward the boardroom.

Inside, a man named Thomas sat at the long table. Thomas looked tired. He was the owner of a small software company. He had spent ten years building it. Now, his company was in debt. He needed Victor’s help.

Victor sat down. He did not open his briefcase yet. He leaned forward. He looked Thomas directly in the eye.

"Thomas," Victor said. "I am not here as a businessman. I am here as a friend. I see the work you have done. It is beautiful. But the market is a monster. It will eat you alive if you stay alone. My firm wants to protect you. We want to take the weight off your shoulders so you can breathe again."

Thomas wiped sweat from his forehead. "The price you offered is very low, Victor. It barely covers my debts. My employees will lose their bonuses."

Victor sighed. It was a practiced sigh. It showed disappointment and empathy. "Money is a tool, Thomas. It is not the goal. The goal is peace. If you sign this, you sleep tonight. If you do not, you spend the next five years in court. What is your peace worth to you?"

Thomas looked at the paper. His hand trembled.

Flashback: Seven Years Ago

Victor sat in a dusty office. Across from him sat an older man named Robert. Robert owned a construction company. He was sixty years old.

"Robert," Victor said. His voice was the same then as it was now. "I am here as a friend. The bank is going to take your trucks. If you sign the company over to me, I will pay the bank. You can retire. You can spend time with your grandkids."

Robert looked at the contract. "But my son was supposed to take over. This deal leaves him with nothing."

"Your son is young," Victor said. "He needs a fresh start, not a failing business. Give yourself peace, Robert. What is your peace worth?"

Robert signed.

The next week, Victor sold the trucks and the equipment. He fired Robert’s son. Robert died of a heart attack two months later. Victor made three million dollars. He didn't feel guilty. He felt clever.

Present Day

In the boardroom, Thomas picked up the pen. He looked like he was about to cry.

"I’ll do it," Thomas whispered. "I need the peace."

Thomas signed the paper. Victor smiled. He stood up and shook Thomas’s hand. The hand was cold and damp. Victor felt the familiar rush of power. He had done it again.

"You made the right choice," Victor said.

He walked out of the room. He felt like he was floating. He headed toward the lobby to call his car. As he waited for the elevator, he saw the woman in the blue suit again. She was talking to a group of investors.

She didn't see him. She was speaking loudly.

"Look at the numbers," she told the investors. "Money is just a tool. It is not the goal. The goal is peace. If you buy this firm today, you sleep tonight. What is your peace worth?"

Victor froze. His heart skipped a beat.

She was using his words. Not just the idea, but the exact rhythm. The exact pause between the sentences. He watched her. She even tilted her head the same way he did when he was pretending to care.

He stepped forward. He wanted to ask her who she was. But the elevator doors opened. A crowd of people stepped out, blocking his path. By the time he pushed through, the woman was gone.

He walked out to the street. The sun was bright, but he felt cold.

His phone rang. It was an unknown number. He usually didn't answer unknown numbers, but today his nerves were on edge. He pressed the button.

"Hello?" Victor said.

"Did it feel good, Victor?" a voice asked. It was a man’s voice. It was deep and calm.

"Who is this?"

"Did it feel good to see the ghost of your own tongue?" the voice continued. "You should pay attention, Victor. The show is just beginning. Today was a rehearsal. Tomorrow, the mirrors start to break."

The line went dead.

Victor looked at his phone. His hands were steady. His pulse was not. He looked around the busy street. Everyone was walking, talking, and moving. Nobody was looking at him. But for the first time in his life, Victor felt like he was being watched.

He looked at his reflection in a shop window. He looked successful. He looked powerful. But behind his eyes, a small seed of fear had been planted.

He walked toward his car. He didn't notice the man standing across the street, holding a notebook, watching him with a very familiar, charming smile.
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Chapter 2: The Fragile Foundation
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Victor sat in the back of his black sedan. The leather seat was cool against his back. He watched the city move past the tinted window. He tried to think about the profit from the deal with Thomas. He tried to think about the bonus he would receive. But the woman in the blue suit kept appearing in his mind.

Her words were a perfect copy of his own. It was more than a coincidence. It was a precision strike.

"Is everything all right, Victor?" his driver asked. The driver was a quiet man named Samuel. He had worked for Victor for five years.

"I am fine, Samuel," Victor said. "Just a long day. Take me to the gallery on Fifth Avenue. I need a drink and some art."

The gallery was bright and crowded. The air smelled of expensive perfume and cold champagne. Victor liked these events. They were not about art. They were about status. He could walk into a room like this and find the most important person within minutes. It was a game he always won.

He took a glass of sparkling water from a passing waiter. He did not drink alcohol when he was working. And tonight, he felt like he was working. He was looking for the woman from the elevator. He was looking for anyone who seemed too familiar.

"The colors are aggressive; do you not think?" a voice said behind him.

Victor turned. A woman stood there. She was elegant. She wore a simple black dress and a string of pearls. Her hair was pulled back in a tight, professional bun. She looked like she belonged in a palace.

"The colors are honest," Victor replied. It was one of his standard lines for art galleries. "Honesty can be aggressive to those who are not used to it."

The woman smiled. "That is a very clever thing to say. Did you read it in a book, or did you invent it to make women think you are deep?"

Victor felt a spark of interest. He liked a challenge. "I find that people prefer a beautiful lie over a boring truth. Do you agree?"

"I think people believe what they want to believe," the woman said. She stepped closer. "My name is Maya. And you are Victor Vance. The man who turns lead into gold and people into stepping stones."

Victor felt a small surge of pride. His reputation was growing. "I prefer to think of myself as a builder of opportunities."

"Of course you do," Maya said. Her voice was like silk. "You have a gift, Victor. You make people feel like they are the only person in the world. Then, when you have what you want, you make them feel like they never existed at all."

She looked at him with an intensity that made him uncomfortable. It was the way a scientist looks at a specimen under a microscope.

"Have we met before, Maya?" Victor asked.

"In a way," she said. "I have followed your career. You are a master of the exit. You know exactly when to leave a room and when to leave a life."

Flashback: Six Years Ago

Victor stood in a ballroom much like this one. He was younger then, but his ambition was already full-grown. He stood next to a woman named Nora. Nora was the daughter of a powerful senator. She was kind, a bit shy, and completely in love with him.

"I am so glad you came tonight, Victor," Nora whispered. She held his arm tightly. "My father wants to talk to you about the new development project. He thinks you have great potential."

Victor patted her hand. "I am only here for you, Nora. The business does not matter."

That was a lie. The business was the only thing that mattered. For six months, Victor had played the role of the perfect boyfriend. He listened to her stories. He bought her favorite flowers. He made her feel safe.

He waited until the senator gave him the contract for the development project. The moment the ink was dry, Victor’s phone rang. It was a fake call he had scheduled for himself.

"I have to go, Nora," he said, his face turning into a mask of false tragedy. "There is an emergency at the office."

"But the party just started," Nora said. Her eyes filled with tears.

"I cannot stay. My life is complicated right now. I do not think I can give you what you deserve."

He left her standing in the middle of the ballroom. He never called her again. He didn't even send a text. He had the contract. He didn't need the girl. He used her heart to open a door, and then he slammed the door behind him.

Present Day

Maya took a sip of her champagne. She was still watching Victor.

"You look like you are remembering something," she said. "Is it a happy memory?"

"I was thinking about the cost of success," Victor said. He tried to regain control of the conversation. "It requires difficult choices."

"And who pays that cost?" Maya asked. "Is it always you? Or is it usually someone else?"

Before Victor could answer, a man approached them. It was Arthur, a billionaire who Victor had been trying to meet for months. Arthur was the key to a massive real estate deal.

"Victor!" Arthur said, shaking his hand. "I heard you closed the deal with Thomas today. Efficient work."

"Thank you, Arthur," Victor said. "I was just telling Maya here about the importance of timing."

Arthur looked at Maya. "You two know each other?"

"We were just discussing the art of the exit," Maya said. She turned to Victor. Her smile was gone. Her face was suddenly cold and distant.

"Actually, Arthur," Maya said loudly. The people nearby stopped talking to listen. "Victor was just telling me that he finds your business methods old-fashioned. He thinks you are a dinosaur waiting for the ice age."

Victor’s heart dropped. "I never said that!"

Maya looked at him with fake shock. "Victor, why are you denying it now? You were so brave a moment ago. You said Arthur was a perfect example of a man who stayed at the party too long."

Arthur’s face turned red. He was a man of great ego and little patience. "Is that so, Victor? A dinosaur?"

"Arthur, please," Victor said, his voice rising in panic. "She is lying. I have the utmost respect for you."

Maya shook her head. She looked at the crowd. "This is what he does. He tells you what you want to hear, then he laughs behind your back. I have the recordings to prove it, Victor. Do you want me to play them?"

She held up her phone. She didn't press anything, but the threat was enough. The people in the gallery began to whisper. Victor saw his reputation crumbling in real-time. He looked at Maya. Her expression was a perfect mirror of the way he had looked at Nora six years ago—cold, calculating, and completely finished with him.

"I have to go, Victor," Maya said. Her voice was a cruel imitation of his own. "There is an emergency. My life is complicated right now. I do not think I can give you the attention you deserve."

She turned and walked away. She didn't look back.

Arthur glared at Victor. "Do not call my office again. We are finished."

Arthur walked away
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