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CHAPTER I   

The Game of Mirrors 


James Alcântara exuded power. His presence shaped the room with the precision of someone who understands the game before the first move is made. Every gesture was deliberately measured; every word, a vector with a calculated destination. Childhood memories resurfaced as he passed through the gates of the McKnight estate. His father’s lessons, delivered through nocturnal smiles and prolonged silences, were codes, formulas for surviving the real world. 
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They weren’t just lessons. They were codes, survival formulas for a world that didn’t forgive softness. 

The boxing ring was his first teacher. 

There, he learned to convert rage into calculation, instinct into strategy. 

That discipline hardened into a method. That method, into a way of life.As a lawyer and strategist, he earned influence quietly. His public victories, taking on predatory corpora-tions, defending forgotten communities, cemented an unshakable reputation. 

But for James, it had always been about more than justice. It was preparation. The scent of cedar and beeswax filled the man-sion’s foyer. Persian rugs muffled precise footsteps. Chandeliers cast flickering shadows on mahogany walls. James absorbed the space like a tactician mapping vulnerabilities. 
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The grandfather clock marked a so-lemn rhythm when McKnight appeared, crooked tie, tight smile. Small details. But enough. 

“James, what a pleasure to have you here. Few are granted meetings of this nature,” McKnight said, trying to seem at ease. 

“Richard,” James replied with an almost invisible smile. 

“We both know I’m not like the others.” 

The tension hung in the air, unseen, but thick. McKnight chuckled, swirling the whiskey in his glass. 

Throughout the introduction, James read between the lines. He registered the pauses, the micro-hesitations, the subtle muscu-lar tics. McKnight was already decoded before the first handshake. 

“Richard, I understand what you need,” 

James cut in, his voice sharp. 

“You want results. I deliver them, without stealing your spotlight.” 
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McKnight eased. Just as predicted. By the end of the night, he believed he’d secured an ally. 

James knew better, he was just another access point. Outside, the air was sharp. The gravel beneath his Italian shoes crunched like it carried ancient secrets. James walked as if he had already left the scene behind, his mind locked on the next move, where the real battlefield would unfold. By morning, the corridors of power seemed brighter. Or maybe it was just the clarity of someone who already knew what others were still trying to hide. He moved with familiarity. Every door bore a name. 

Every name, a possibility. 
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He knew George Santos’s story, the congressman who rewrote his biography with every step forward. Some saw audacity. 

James saw narrative engineering. 

A distorted mirror, not because of the lies, but because of the strategic instinct. There was one thing Santos did well: he confused allies with unpredictability. His gestures, seemingly erratic at first glance, made sense when viewed from above. James understood that. He knew charisma, when properly wielded, could drown out ethics. Every offbeat note was part of a larger symphony. 

On the horizon, four names. Real obstacles. 
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Johnny Foreman, the charismatic senator. A fortress mid-campaign. 

Samuel Thompson, too young to ignore. Emotional, combustible. 

Sarah Callander, environmental devotee. Loyal. Strategic. 

Thomas Grayson, the technocrat. Pure intellect. No visible cracks. 

James knew winning here would require more than power. It would demand fo-resight. 

He launched a dual campaign. One side: the face of commitment. The other: the undercurrent of alliances, favors, messages, whispered promises exchanged at discreet dinners. A two-faced mirror. A stage rigged behind the curtain. 

He turned politics into theater, where even hesitation was rehearsed. 
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At night, he drove. Unhurried. The engine purred like a domesticated beast. He thought about Foreman. A real obstacle. Too strong for a frontal assault. What he needed was a flaw. A hidden fracture. A trap. 

______________ 

The room was dark, steeped in coffee and the scent of fresh paper. The desk lamp threw restless shadows. James, Amanda, Marcus, Samantha, and Bob. Tension hovered in the air. The clock wasn’t marking time, it was measuring urgency. 

On the screen: “National Debate – 27 

Days Left” 

Amanda handed him a glass of ice. James didn’t thank her. 

“Foreman’s going for the throat in the first block,” she said. 

James just nodded. He watched the video. A 0.4-second hesitation at the corner of Foreman’s mouth. A tic. A tell. 
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He stood. Slow, precise steps. 

“You think the public cares about numbers?” 

“They care about the truth,” Amanda ventured. 

“They care about the performance of truth.” 

He set the glass down. Untouched. 

Marcus entered with a folder. 

“New info. Foreman’s wife has a contract with the Ministry of Defense.” 

James raised his hand. Silence. 

“Too soon. Truth at the wrong time turns into gossip. Hold it.” 

Tension pulsed between the chairs. 

“We need to seed doubt. Slowly. Silent erosion.” 

He tapped the newspaper. All eyes were on him. 

“He digs his own grave. We just light the hole.” 
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Marcus pointed to a highlighted line: 

“In politics, what’s hidden screams louder than what’s seen.” Tyler 

“A fracture,” James said. 

“I told you,” Amanda crossed her arms. 

“It wasn’t just posturing.” 

“Flag Tyler. If this is a lead, it’s now a weapon.” 

Samantha smirked at the corner of her mouth. 

“Foreman’s allies will sniff this out.” 

“Good. Let them chase shadows.” 

He shifted tone. 

“This place is our new HQ. Monday.” 

Surprise. Bob raised an eyebrow. 

“Downtown. Strategic. Close to the next phase.” 

“Mikhail’s stepping out,” Marcus added, awkwardly. 
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“McKnight’s got drivers,” someone suggested. 

“Richard?” James gave a dry chuckle. “I already stole his staff, secrets, and smiles. Left him the fame. Seemed fair.” 

The room laughed. But for a split second, the flame got a little too close to the gasoline. 

In the end, Bob stayed behind. 

“Olivia. A friend of mine. She has a brother: Frank Mitchell. Former military. Out of place since he came back. He can drive for us. Might be good for him.” 

James nodded. The name clicked. 

Frank Mitchell. Nothing alarming. Not yet. 

But he knew, what posed the greatest threat wasn’t what screamed. 

It was what stayed too quiet. 
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CHAPTER II 

Shadow Plays  


At Senator Tyler’s high-class political cocktail party, every smile hid an agenda, and James Alcântara knew one wrong word could cost more than he was willing to pay. 

Tyler, the esteemed senator from North Carolina, used these gatherings to we-ave quiet alliances and assess rising conten-ders. For James, still a shadow among Giants, this night carried weight. 

The lights caught the crystal glasses like diamond-edged blades. 

James moved through them, a shadow feeding off the glow of others to fuel his own darkness, while hushed conversations bounced off the polished walls, cloaking power in elegance. 
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Ambient music filled the room without stifling interaction. 

Between polished smiles and calculating stares, the scent of fresh hors d’oeuvres and red wine mingled with expensive colognes, a blend James had come to associate with power. 

But with a bitter aftertaste. Still in the early stages of his Senate campaign, James saw the event as an indispensable strategic opportunity. 

Though he lacked the visibility he aimed for, being among the state’s power players gave him a critical chance, to be seen, and to begin building the connections that could eventually fortify his rise. 
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He had already mapped out the key figures in the room and outlined his approach. 

Senator Tyler could become a valuable ally. 

Marina Smith, a journalist with sharp credibility, could become a decisive force for his public image. 

Surveying the room with intent, James mentally charted his next moves. 

Tyler, a bishop. Marina, a tower. Samuel, a wild knight waiting to be reined in. James adjusted his watch, syncing himself to the pace of the game. 

With the composure of someone who knew exactly what he wanted, James moved through the room, offering polite greetings to key figures within tightly formed circles of conversation. 

But his focus remained locked on two targets: Senator Tyler and Marina Smith. 

20 



 

Tyler, engaged in a discussion with local business leaders, was the kind of politician who valued influence and loyalty within his inner circle. 

James knew he had to demonstrate value, someone capable of strengthening the senator’s camp, not just asking for entry into it. 

As he approached, James offered a confident smile and shook Tyler’s hand firmly, exchanging a few light but pointed remarks about the current political landscape. 

He made sure to come across as informed and deliberate, a man who took the political moment seriously, without seeming desperate for support. 
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Tyler, ever the strategist, caught the ambition in James’s eyes. He sensed the potential. 

But instead of making a move, he simply watched. 

Perhaps waiting to see what James would reveal when the game got harder. 

Next, James redirected his attention to Marina, who was engaged in conversation with a few guests. He watched her for a moment, studying her body language and the engaged gleam in her eyes as she spoke. Marina was the kind of journalist who chased depth, always seeking the story beneath the obvious. 

James knew he couldn’t win her over with hollow campaign talk. He needed a different approach, one that cut through the noise. 
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After planting the seed of an alliance with Tyler, 

James sensed the right moment to approach Marina. 

He walked toward her with a genuine smile, as if it were just a casual encounter in the midst of the event. 

"Marina. What a pleasant surprise. I’ve been looking forward to discussing your piece on media activism. It was powerful. Really made me think." 

The sentence carried the softness of a compliment. But it hid a scalpel. 

Her eyebrow lifted slightly. A polite smile surfaced. 

But James saw what others wouldn’t: a flicker of surprise. 

She straightened up, not for show, but by reflex. Only then did she respond. 
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"Mr. Alcântara. I’m glad you read it. I believe the media plays a crucial role in keeping society alert." 

James leaned in slightly, closing the distance just enough. 

"Call me James. We’re among friends, aren’t we?" 

She hesitated. Not out of distrust, but calculation. 

"All right. . James." 

When she said his name, he knew he had breached the first layer. 

There was something in her gaze, not surrender, but restrained curiosity. 

"I admire people who don’t fall for pre-packaged narratives. You strike me as one of them." 

It wasn’t flattery. It was a seal. 
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She offered a faint smile in return, but he saw it, the slight drop of her shoulders. A shift too subtle to mean surrender, too significant to ignore. 

"Your piece was a resounding success," 

he added, without urgency. 

"Media activism needs to be challenged. And you did that." 

Marina nodded, her tone softer now. 

"Yes. . it’s complicated. Sometimes activism distorts more than it reveals." 

James met her eyes directly, never in-vasive. 

"People like you expose what others try to hide. That’s rare. And necessary." 

She didn’t respond this time. She just watched him. 

The vigilance remained, but something had shifted beneath it. 

Then he offered: 
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"I imagine you prefer caviar to empty canapés. How about Dinner, no masks?" 

There was a pause. Just one beat. 

She gripped her glass a little tighter. That was enough. 

"We can set something up." 

James smiled. Not with excitement. 

With precision. 

She walked away, and he simply watched. 

The move was made. 

Turning, James spotted Samuel Thompson, standing alone in a corner, carefully observing everything around him. 

Samuel had a magnetic presence, steel-blue eyes sharp and calculating, always measuring, always watching. 
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His face, marked by strong features and a neatly trimmed beard, projected seriousness that matched his controlled gestures and reserved stance. 

There was something in his expression, dri-ven by both ambition and caution. 

James approached with the same calm, affable smile he’d used with Marina, but the intent was different. He knew Samuel wouldn’t be swayed by charm. 

"Thompson, you’ve got a way of seeing beyond the obvious," he began, his voice low, as if sharing a secret, though his eyes hinted at something else. 

"It’s a rare quality. . but a dangerous one, if you don’t know where to step," James said, his fingers tapping the side of his glass in a rhythm almost hypnotic. 

Samuel held his gaze, his blue-gray eyes narrowing slightly, as if trying to decipher the man behind the words. 
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"I appreciate the warning. But I’d rather walk through the desert than lose myself in reflections," Samuel replied, his smile polite, his tone chilled, hiding more than it revealed. 

Watching Samuel’s subtle reaction, James recognized the moment. The seed of doubt was in. All it needed now was time to bloom. 

He stepped away, leaving Samuel with the impression that the idea of a congressional seat had come from within. 

Then Marcus approached, his expression tense. 

"James, I’ve searched everywhere. 

Neither Sarah Callander nor Thomas Grayson showed up. Their absence didn’t go unnoticed." 
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James caught the shift. A seed planted. 

A doubt injected. 

Now was the time for patience, to let the poison spread in silence. 

As he walked away, leaving Samuel with the illusion that the congressional bid had been his own idea, Marcus came closer, tension on his face. 

"James, I looked all over. Sarah Callander and Thomas Grayson are both absent. 

That wasn’t random." 

James’s eyes lit up with cold interest. A thin smile cut across his face. 

"They’re off script. Perfect. 

Fewer eyes on us. 

The better." 




CHAPTER III 

The Negotiation Board  
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The office was already set for the day. 

Morning light streamed through the wide windows, casting sharp lines across the floor. 

Samantha was fine-tuning the new system integrated into the car. Everything needed to run flawlessly. Bob was already there, handling logistics. 

Marcus and Amanda were exchanging relaxed small talk. 

In the kitchen, Celeste prepared coffee with the careful movements of someone still learning the routine. 

The sharp click of the door broke the room’s rhythm. 

Marcus walked in, eyes on his phone, giving a distracted wave before taking his seat. 

James arrived moments later. 

Controlled pace. Precise posture. 

A presence that aligned everything, without saying a word. 
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Then came Edgar. 

Still adjusting to the new environment, but with the look of someone who knew he had something to prove. 

James gave Samantha a slight nod. 

"Status?" 

"Ready. The system’s running. Just need to test the app in the car." 

He didn’t respond. Just watched. 

Samantha held his gaze. She knew he wasn’t looking for justification, he wanted conviction. 

He nodded. 

"Good." 

The meeting moved forward as expected. During a brief pause, Samantha raised her phone. 

"Since we’re talking logistics. . let me show you this." 
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The interface was clean. Sharp. 

But what stood out wasn’t the design, it was her confidence. 

"I built this tool to optimize routes. 

Real time. No paper. No noise." 

Bob stepped closer. 

His look wasn’t curiosity. 

It was assessment. 

"You centralized everything?" 

"RouteSync. Syncs schedules, traffic, appointments. Sends directly to the driver." 

A brief silence. 

The tension reorganized the room. 

In that moment, Bob understood, part of his power was being transferred to another screen. 

But he didn’t react. Not yet. 

James simply smiled. 

This wasn’t just a solution. 

It was leverage. 
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The introduction of the new system didn’t just solve an operational bottleneck, it redefined the office’s standard of efficiency. 

Later, in the private office, James was notified by reception: 

Frank Mitchell had arrived. 

He authorized the elevator access and walked down the corridor. 

When the elevator doors opened, there he was. 

Upright posture. Measured steps. 

The look of a man who reads a room in under three seconds. 

"Frank Mitchell, right? I’m James Alcântara," he said with a nod. "Come with me." 

"Thank you, Mr. Alcântara," Mitchell replied, his tone formal. 
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Sunlight streamed through the windows, but James preferred the shadows. That was where he operated best. 

The space was minimalist. Almost clinical. 

Every object had a function. 

Just like every person. 

He gestured toward a chair. 

His gaze stayed on Frank, tracking nuances in posture, the tightly controlled movements. 

"I imagine Bob gave you the general overview. What we need here is a driver and security presence we can rely on. Punctuality and discretion are non-negotiable. What made you interested in this position, Mr. Mitchell?" 

"I have experience in security. After many years in the field, I’m looking for something more stable. This role seems aligned with that." 
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Simple answers. No embellishments. 

No personal details. 

The kind of profile James respected. 

"I heard about your experience with vehicles. Military background, correct?" 

Mitchell nodded. 

"Yes, sir. Worked with M113s, JLTVs, amphibious transports… Most of it in conflict zones." 

"You think that experience translates to urban traffic?" 

"Different scenarios," Frank said. "But the training taught me to react quickly. Stay focused. That applies to any terrain." 

James tilted his head slightly, evaluating the man’s self-control. 

This wasn’t someone who bent easily. 

"And discretion?" 

"I’ve always valued it. Work is work. I speak only when necessary." 
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His hands rested on his knees, fingers slightly tense. 

Eyes locked on James. 

"You can call me James," he offered, testing the edge of formality. 

"I prefer to keep it formal, Mr. Alcântara." 

James smiled. 

He liked that. 

"What would you say is most critical in an environment like ours?" 

"Integrity and loyalty. Following orders isn’t enough. You have to be aligned with the team’s values." 

James absorbed the response. 

He knew that earning Mitchell’s trust would require something he rarely offered: authenticity. 

"Nice words," he said, with a trace of irony. 
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"And if something goes off-script during a trip?" 

"I assess. Adapt. Stay calm. Make quick decisions." 

The answer came with clarity, no performance, no rehearsal. 

It was part of who he was. 

The interview followed a clean, direct path. 

James knew Mitchell could be more than a driver. 

So he cut to the point: 

"Let’s talk salary. The offer is sixty thousand dollars a year, paid by the party. Includes health insurance and retirement plan. 

If the campaign goes well, it could increase to eighty." 

Mitchell took a moment, then nodded. 

"Sounds fair. I accept." 

James nodded back, pleased. 
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"Good. I believe you’ll be a valuable addition. Let’s make it work." 

They sealed it with a handshake. 

Even satisfied, Mitchell stayed alert. 

Curious. Watching. 

"I know you and Bob go back. He’s a friend of your sister, right?" 

"That’s right. He referred me for the position." 

"Good choice. Bob handles logistics and security. 

You’ll also work with Amanda on communica-tions, Marcus, political advisor, and Samantha in IT. You’ll interact with all of them." 

Mitchell absorbed the information without comment. 

James could tell his silence was deliberate. 

"Celeste handles the coffee. Edgar is our runner, reliable, but easily distracted. Mikhail Sugg just resigned. That’s why you’re here." 
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"Understood." 

"As for transport, it won’t just be me. 

You’ll be driving the team to appointments, events, interviews. 

We’ve got a system Samantha developed. Still in beta, but up and running." 

"How does it work?" 

"You’ll get a notification through the app, route, person’s name, destination. 

If it’s a delivery, you’ll see the recipient’s name and contents. All detailed." 

"And internal communication?" 

"Samantha’s also setting up a secure messaging platform. 

The goal is real-time updates for everyone. 

Communication is the spine of everything." 

Mitchell closed the folder. 

Satisfied. 

"I appreciate the clarity." 

"Welcome to the team, Mitchell. Let’s make this work." 
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After the hire, James retreated to his private office. 

He had a dinner scheduled with Marina that evening. He knew her value. Knew what she represented. For James, nothing was ever random. Marina wasn’t just company, she was a critical piece. A bridge to the visibility he needed. Friday wouldn’t be just a date. It would be the opening move in a carefully orchestrated play. And James played to win. 




CHAPTER IV 

The Seduction Game 


James never cared for superficial decor. His third-floor apartment was a cold, meticulous reflection of his unshakable nature. 

Only two things stood out: a black leather armchair and a bookshelf arranged by height and color, from the darkest to the lightest. 
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The smell of fresh coffee mixed with cleaning products, revealing his obsession with control. 

Morning light filtered through the tall windows, casting sharp shadows across pris-tine, empty surfaces. Every object had a purpose. Every detail obeyed a near-religious order. James took pride in that. 

Seated in a minimalist chair, in front of his open laptop, he sifted through data on Marina. News articles, interviews, surface-level information, carefully constructed facades. He already knew all that. But there was something about her that went beyond the surface, a mystery that held him. 
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He leaned back, letting silence fill the apartment. Thinking about Marina had become an obsession. Surface wasn’t enough. He wanted to understand what she was hiding, the dark corners where real truths curled up. 

As always, he knew: he would have to dig deep. 

As he reflected, he recalled a detail he’d picked up from one of her interviews. 

Marina had grown up in Charlotte but now lived in Raleigh, where she had become a pro-minent media figure. It was interesting that, although she spoke of Charlotte with a kind of reverence, there was emotional distance in her words. As if, for her, that city belonged to a past that no longer reflected her true self. 

That ambiguity caught James’s attention. Melancholic people like Marina often wrestle between nostalgia and the need to reinvent themselves. 
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Marina had controlled posture, a deep gaze, an expression frozen between sorrow and resolve. Behind the composed exterior, James saw a desperate search for meaning, a void she didn’t even know how to fill. 

He thought of Amanda. Brilliant. She kept personal and professional lines clear, saw what others missed. Maybe she could show him what he couldn’t yet see. He needed a more lethal strategy. He needed to seduce Marina without her ever sensing the trap. 

With a glass of whiskey in hand, he stood and moved toward the window. Raleigh was waking up. Empty streets. He decided to walk to the office. The crisp air carried the scent of new beginnings, for him too. Every movement, calculated. Mistakes? There was no room. 
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His footsteps echoed as he prepared his next move. The dinner with Marina was approaching. He knew what he wanted, support, visibility, maybe something more. But the plan wasn’t perfect yet. Marina, with her secrets, was the key piece. 

As he walked through Raleigh’s manicured streets, James reflected on the weight of being American. He knew how to wield patri-otism to his advantage, crafting an image that felt familiar, legitimate. But his real intentions stayed hidden, masked in sincerity. To be seen as a defender of the people, while his personal ambitions led every move. As he walked through the manicured streets of Raleigh, James reflected on the weight of being American. He knew how to manipulate patrio-tism to his advantage, crafting a familiar, legitimate image, while his true intentions remained hidden, masked by sincerity. 
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Being seen as a defender of the people, while his personal ambitions quietly led the charge. 

Up ahead, the imposing North Carolina State Capitol was more than stone and columns. It was a reminder of the heights he aimed for. A neoclassical symbol of state politics, a stage where lives had been shaped. James felt himself part of that tradition. 

He crossed the street toward the office, gaze steady, offering brief greetings. His measured stride and impeccable posture radiated confidence. The more observant staff subtly adjusted themselves in response to his presence. Upon entering, he kept his interactions minimal, quick nods, polite acknowledgments. 

No small talk. 
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He went straight to his office, removed his blazer, and hung it carefully on the hook beside the door. Then he sat, with that same deliberate precision, reviewing quick notes and organizing his schedule before calling for Marcus. 

"Marcus, book a table for Friday night at Lumière. Dinner with Marina Smith. Eight o’clock." 

Marcus wrote it down, hesitating slightly. 

"Marina Smith. . Amanda went to college with her." 

James looked up, sharp. He spotted the opportunity. He stood, opened the door, and gestured for Amanda. 

"Amanda, I’m having dinner with Marina. Marcus already made the reservation. I want the basics on her." 

Amanda smiled, folded her arms, tilted her head, thinking where to start. 
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"Yes, I know her. We studied together in college." 

James raised his eyebrows. 

"Were you close?" 

She hesitated, choosing her words. 

"Not really. Marina was always distant. 

Serious. Quiet. Melancholic. Hyper-organized. 

Everything planned. While she was landing internships at the best companies, I. ." she gave a sideways smile, "was more outgoing, but that didn’t always help." 

James kept a polite smile, but his eyes were already calculating. 

"That reserved personality, still the same?" 

Amanda considered it. 

"Yes. She doesn’t talk easily. Doesn’t make friends quickly. Extremely focused. She hasn’t changed much." 

Her tone held a trace of disdain. 

"Are you interested?" 
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James tilted his head, absorbing the new angle. 

"Let’s say I am." 

His voice sounded distracted, already reprocessing everything through this new lens. Amanda studied him, trying to read the subtext. 

James broke the silence. 

"So, you're not friends?" 

"No. I was closer to Clara, her sister." 

Amanda pulled out her phone, scrolled through her gallery, and showed him a photo. 

"This is Clara." 

James examined it, a subtle glint in his eyes. 

"I know her. She works with Foreman, doesn’t she?" 

Amanda nodded. 

"Exactly. She’s his chief campaign advisor." 
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James leaned back in his chair, the pieces beginning to align. 

Foreman, fifteen points ahead. Reelection nearly guaranteed. 

Marina. Clara. Foreman. The network was taking shape, obstacles and opportunities. 

"Interesting," he murmured, fingers drumming on the desk. 

He stood and walked to the window, eyes fixed on the city. 

Dinner with Marina now carried strategic weight. It could accelerate his rise, open the door to a powerful alliance. 

He allowed himself a calculated smile. 

Inside, the possibilities were already unfolding. Marina was no longer just a distant figure. Her connection to Clara, and, indirectly, to Foreman, made her an essential piece on the board. Having her on his side wasn’t just useful. It was necessary. 
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"I see. Thank you, Amanda. I have a good sense of what to expect now." 

Amanda stepped away. A plan was already forming in James’s mind. With this new information, he was plotting the path to winning her over. No illusions. Seducing Marina would be a pragmatic move, with no room for distraction or missteps. 

As he walked through the office, sorting through his thoughts, he spotted Bob on the far end of the room. 

Determined to clear another item off his list, he approached the driver. Every detail mattered. Every move had weight. 

"How’s the Mitchell process going? Has HR responded?" 

"Yes. I spoke to them yesterday. From what they said, it should be finalized by Tuesday." 
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"I can’t wait that long. Push it. Monday at the latest. I need Mitchell on board before then." 

"Understood. I’ll call HR and escalate. 

And Mikhail?" 

"Fire him." 

"We have Mitchell now. Mikhail’s no longer needed." 

For James, efficiency was absolute. 

Every person on the team had to serve a purpose. Mikhail had served his. Now he was ex-pendable
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