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Chapter 1 – The Woman Behind the Curtain
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The ballroom of the Beau-Rivage Palace overlooked Lake Geneva like a throne room designed for modern royalty.

Crystal chandeliers spilled gold across polished marble floors while diplomats, billionaires, and political advisors drifted through the crowd in perfectly tailored suits and couture gowns. Conversations moved in low calculated murmurs beneath the soft notes of a live string quartet stationed near the terrace doors.

Everything about the evening was designed to project power without appearing desperate for it.

And Arianna De Luca controlled all of it.

She stood near the center of the room in a black silk gown that skimmed elegantly over her figure, the sharp neckline softened only by the diamond pendant resting against her throat. At fifty-eight, Arianna carried herself with the kind of confidence younger women often tried—and failed—to imitate. Time had refined her rather than diminished her.

Silver threaded subtly through her dark hair gathered at the nape of her neck. Her posture was flawless. Her expression unreadable.

A senator from France leaned closer beside her, lowering his voice.

“The Germans are refusing the energy proposal unless the tariffs are reduced.”

Arianna accepted a champagne flute from a passing waiter without even glancing away from the crowd.

“They’ll agree by morning,” she said calmly.

“You sound very certain.”

“I am.”

The senator gave a quiet laugh. “Sometimes I wonder if you secretly run half the governments in Europe.”

Arianna finally looked at him then, one elegant brow lifting.

“Only half?”

The senator nearly choked on his champagne.

People nearby laughed softly, but Arianna’s attention had already shifted elsewhere. Across the ballroom, three executives from an American defense corporation were cornering a Scandinavian diplomat near the terrace entrance.

Too aggressive.

Too obvious.

Amateurs.

Arianna moved through the crowd with smooth precision, touching arms, exchanging greetings, making every powerful person in the room feel acknowledged. It was a skill she had perfected over decades—not charm exactly, but controlled attention. People mistook it for intimacy.

That misunderstanding had built her empire.

By the time she reached the diplomat, the defense executives were already softening under her presence.

“Gentlemen,” Arianna said warmly. “I hope you aren’t terrifying Minister Sørensen before tomorrow’s negotiations.”

The oldest executive smiled too quickly. “Just discussing opportunities.”

“Of course you are.”

Her tone remained pleasant, but something beneath it sharpened.

The diplomat exhaled almost imperceptibly in relief.

Arianna rescued him effortlessly, redirecting the conversation toward trade incentives and renewable infrastructure while simultaneously positioning herself between the men like a velvet-covered blade.

Control without force.

Influence without visible effort.

It was an art form.

And she was very, very good at it.
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Mike Carter hated rooms like this.

The wealth.

The performance.

The polished hypocrisy hidden beneath crystal glasses and billion-dollar smiles.

Standing near the back of the ballroom with a press badge clipped to his jacket, he scanned the crowd while adjusting the recorder in his pocket.

His editor’s voice echoed in his head.

“Everybody’s afraid of Arianna De Luca. That alone makes her interesting.”

Mike understood why.

Even from across the room, she dominated the atmosphere without raising her voice once.

People gravitated toward her instinctively. Politicians deferred to her. CEOs watched her reactions carefully before speaking. She moved through the summit like someone accustomed to rearranging the world behind closed doors.

And nobody seemed entirely comfortable around her.

That fascinated him.

Mike had built his growing reputation exposing corruption hidden beneath expensive branding. His political podcast had started as a side project in his apartment two years ago. Now millions streamed it weekly.

Most of his audience expected him to hate Arianna before he’d even investigated her.

But Mike preferred facts over assumptions.

Still, rumors followed her everywhere.

Corporate manipulation.

Backroom deals.

Election influence.

Governments quietly shaped through private consulting networks.

Nobody could ever prove anything directly. Arianna De Luca remained untouchable.

Which usually meant there was something worth uncovering.

A fellow journalist approached him near the press section.

“You planning to ask her something reckless during the conference tomorrow?” she asked.

Mike smirked. “Depends how honest she feels.”

“She’ll destroy you.”

“That confident?”

“She made a cabinet minister cry on live television once.”

Mike laughed quietly.

For some reason, that only made him more curious.

Across the ballroom, Arianna turned slightly while speaking to a diplomat.

Her gaze landed directly on him.

The connection lasted maybe two seconds.

But it felt longer.

Sharp dark eyes studied him with cool assessment before sliding away again.

Mike frowned slightly.

Most powerful people either ignored journalists completely or overperformed confidence around them.

Arianna had done neither.

She’d evaluated him.

Like she was already deciding whether he mattered.

His interest deepened immediately.
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The summit conference began the following morning beneath a storm-heavy Geneva sky.

Rows of reporters filled the media section while cameras lined the back wall of the grand conference chamber. Translators prepared headsets. Government officials shuffled briefing documents.

At precisely nine o’clock, Arianna entered.

The room shifted subtly the moment she appeared.

Mike noticed it instantly.

Conversations quieted.

Attention sharpened.

Even experienced politicians straightened unconsciously as she took her seat near the center panel alongside international policy advisors and economic ministers.

She wore ivory silk beneath a tailored charcoal blazer today. Minimal jewelry. Severe elegance.

Dangerously composed.

Mike watched her accept briefing documents without visible nerves.

Nothing rattled her.

That either meant she was extraordinarily disciplined—

—or hiding something extremely well.

The moderator introduced the panel and opened discussion on international energy partnerships, economic restructuring, and corporate regulation.

For nearly an hour, Arianna answered questions flawlessly.

Calm.

Intelligent.

Measured.

She never overexplained. Never stumbled. Never revealed unnecessary emotion.

Mike almost found himself admiring her.

Almost.

Then a journalist from London asked about private lobbying firms influencing public policy.

Arianna’s expression didn’t change.

“Advisory firms exist because governments increasingly rely on specialized expertise,” she replied smoothly. “The real issue is transparency, not influence itself.”

Carefully crafted answer.

Too careful.

Mike raised his hand before he could reconsider it.

The moderator pointed toward him.

“Yes, Mr. Carter?”

Several journalists glanced sideways immediately.

They recognized him.

Arianna did too.

Her eyes settled on him with quiet interest.

Mike leaned toward the microphone.

“Ms. De Luca, critics argue that firms like yours don’t simply advise governments—you pressure them behind closed doors while avoiding public accountability. Why should voters trust unelected consultants with that level of influence?”

The room went still.

Several officials visibly stiffened.

Arianna regarded him steadily from across the chamber.

No irritation.

No surprise.

Which somehow unsettled Mike more than anger would have.

“What an interesting question,” she said calmly.

Her voice carried effortlessly through the room.

“You assume influence belongs exclusively to elected officials, Mr. Carter. But corporations influence governments. Media influences governments. Public opinion influences governments.”

She folded her hands lightly on the table.

“The modern world is built on interconnected pressure systems. Pretending otherwise would be dishonest.”

Mike didn’t back down.

“So you admit private consultants manipulate policy?”

A faint smile touched her mouth then.

Not warm.

Not mocking.

Appraising.

“I believe intelligent people recognize the difference between manipulation and persuasion.”

A few people in the audience shifted uncomfortably.

Mike held her gaze.

“With enough money behind it, persuasion becomes difficult to distinguish from control.”

There it was.

The challenge.

Direct.

Public.

Dangerous.

The moderator looked horrified.

But Arianna only leaned back slightly in her chair.

“And journalism becomes difficult to distinguish from performance when outrage is profitable,” she replied smoothly.

A quiet murmur spread across the room.

Mike felt heat rise beneath his collar despite himself.

That hit closer than he liked.

Arianna tilted her head slightly.

“But perhaps that’s why your audience enjoys you.”

The corner of Mike’s mouth twitched despite the tension.

She was good.

Very good.

Not because she dominated people through force—but because she stayed emotionally untouched while everyone else reacted around her.

That kind of control didn’t happen naturally.

It was built through experience.

Pain probably had something to do with it too.

The moderator quickly redirected the conference before the exchange escalated further, but the atmosphere had already changed.

Everyone in the room had felt it.

The collision.

The spark.

And somehow, beneath the intellectual combat and political tension, something far more dangerous had begun unfolding between them.

Mike realized it the moment Arianna glanced toward him once more before the session ended.

For the first time since entering the summit, her expression wasn’t entirely unreadable.

She looked intrigued.

And that was probably the most dangerous thing of all.
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Chapter 2 – Dangerous Curiosity
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Rain swept across Geneva in silver waves, blurring the city lights beyond Mike Carter’s hotel window.

Inside his suite, papers covered nearly every surface.

Printed interviews.

Corporate filings.

Political donation records.

Photographs.

Old magazine profiles dating back almost thirty years.

And in the center of it all sat a single black-and-white image of Arianna De Luca taken sometime in the early nineties.

Mike leaned back in his chair, rubbing tired eyes while his laptop screen illuminated the room in pale blue light.

It was nearly two in the morning.

He should have slept hours ago.

Instead, he kept digging.

Because something about Arianna bothered him.

Not the corruption rumors—he’d expected those.

Not the wealth or influence either.

It was the contradiction.

People described her as ruthless, untouchable, almost mythological in elite political circles. Yet every interview he reviewed revealed tiny fractures beneath the polished surface.

A hesitation here.

A distant expression there.

An answer redirected too smoothly whenever conversations became personal.

Mike clicked another archived video interview.

A younger Arianna appeared on-screen wearing a cream-colored suit, dark hair cascading over one shoulder as a television host praised her rapid rise through international consulting.

“You’ve become one of the most influential women in global politics,” the interviewer said. “What sacrifices were necessary to achieve that?”

Most ambitious people answered questions like that proudly.

Arianna didn’t.

For less than a second, something shadowed her expression.

Then it vanished.

“Every meaningful career requires sacrifice,” she replied calmly.

The host laughed lightly. “That sounds lonely.”

Arianna smiled.

But her eyes never did.

Mike paused the video.

There.

Again.

That strange emptiness.

He frowned thoughtfully.

People who loved power usually enjoyed displaying it. They fed off admiration, intimidation, attention.

Arianna behaved differently.

She treated influence like armor.

Necessary.

Heavy.

Almost exhausting.

Mike stood and crossed toward the hotel window, watching rain strike the glass.

Maybe he was overthinking it.

Maybe she really was exactly what everyone believed—a brilliant manipulator hiding behind elegance and diplomacy.

But instinct told him otherwise.

And his instincts were usually right.

His phone buzzed across the desk.

A message from his producer, Lena.

DON’T TELL ME YOU’RE STILL RESEARCHING THE ICE QUEEN.

Mike smirked faintly before typing back.

SOMETHING ABOUT HER DOESN’T FIT.

A response came instantly.

THAT’S HOW PEOPLE LIKE HER SURVIVE.

He stared at the message for a moment.

Maybe.

Still...

His gaze drifted back toward the paused image of Arianna on his laptop screen.

She looked beautiful even in grainy old footage—not youthful beauty exactly, but something sharper. Controlled. Magnetic.

And profoundly tired.

Mike exhaled slowly.

Dangerous curiosity.

That was the problem.

He wasn’t supposed to wonder what existed underneath her carefully constructed image.

He definitely wasn’t supposed to want to find out.
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Across the city, Arianna sat alone in the penthouse office of her private residence overlooking Lake Geneva.

The room was silent except for soft jazz drifting from hidden speakers and the distant hum of traffic below.

Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the storm outside while a half-finished glass of red wine rested untouched beside her laptop.

Three different governments awaited briefing responses by morning.

Two corporate negotiations required immediate attention.

Her assistant had sent seventeen messages in the last hour alone.

Arianna ignored all of them.

Instead, she watched a video clip playing on her tablet.

Mike Carter.

The journalist from the summit.

The footage showed their exchange from earlier that day already circulating online.

Millions of views in less than twelve hours.

Of course.

People adored conflict involving powerful women.

Especially older women.

The comments beneath the clip alternated between admiration and cruelty.

She skimmed them with detached indifference developed over decades.

Predator.

Manipulator.

Queen.

Witch.

Brilliant.

Heartless.

Arianna barely reacted anymore.

Public opinion shifted too easily to matter.

Yet she replayed the clip again anyway.

Not because of herself.

Because of him.

Mike Carter was younger than she’d expected up close. Late twenties perhaps. Intelligent eyes. Calm under pressure. More controlled than most journalists seeking viral moments.

And unlike others, he hadn’t seemed intimidated by her.

That alone interested her.

Most people either feared powerful women or tried too hard to impress them.

Mike had challenged her directly without becoming emotional.

Confident.

Sharp.

Dangerous in his own way.

Arianna leaned back slowly in her chair.

She should have dismissed him already.

Instead, she’d spent half the evening thinking about the expression on his face after her response during the
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