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Chapter One
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Ted

Ted's phone buzzed against the nightstand just before his alarm. He was already awake, staring at the ceiling and running through his presentation for the hundredth time. Dexter Capital didn't invest in startups run by insomniacs who second-guessed every slide transition, but they didn't need to know that part.

The shower scalded his shoulders while he mentally rehearsed his opening. CloudSync represents the future of data integration— No, too vague. In eighteen months, we've captured twelve percent of the enterprise market— Better. Numbers spoke louder than buzzwords, especially to vultures like Gavin Dexter.

Ted pulled on his charcoal Tom Ford suit, the one that had cost him three months of salary when he'd started the company. Image mattered in these meetings. Confidence was a performance, and he'd been perfecting this role for three years.

His reflection looked sharp enough to cut glass, but the dark circles under his eyes betrayed his exhaustion. When was the last time he'd slept more than four hours? Tuesday? Last month?

The elevator ride to the parking garage passed in blessed silence. Ted's building attracted young professionals who kept reasonable hours—unlike him, apparently. He'd moved to the Dexter Towers for the convenience: walking distance to three excellent coffee shops, fiber internet that could handle his ridiculous bandwidth needs, and neighbors who minded their own business.

Well, most of them minded their own business.

His Porsche purred to life, and Ted allowed himself a moment to appreciate the sound. Some guys collected watches or vintage wines. He collected horsepower and quarterly reports that made investors weep with joy.

The drive to CyberHub was quick at this hour, before Seattle's traffic arteries clogged with commuters who actually went home at night. Ted's keycard chirped against the scanner, and he stepped into the darkened office that had become more familiar than his apartment.

The cleaning crew had left everything spotless. Ted's corner office overlooked Elliott Bay, though he rarely noticed the view anymore. Sunrise was just another transition from coffee cup one to coffee cup three.

His assistant wouldn't arrive until eight, but Ted had already burned through forty-seven emails by the time the espresso machine finished its morning warm-up cycle. Protein bar for breakfast—chocolate chip, because he wasn't completely dead inside—and then straight into the presentation deck.

Slide seventeen still bothered him. The user acquisition metrics looked too aggressive, even though they were conservative estimates based on current growth trajectories. Dexter would spot any hint of artificial inflation from across the conference table.

Ted's fingers moved across the keyboard, adjusting projections and tightening language until each bullet point could survive a hostile audit. This wasn't just another funding round. This was the funding round—the one that would launch CloudSync into the stratosphere or crater his reputation permanently.

His phone rang. Wes, his CTO, calling from London.

"Please tell me you're not still at the office," Wes said without preamble.

"It's five-thirty in the morning."

"Exactly my point. When did you leave last night?"

Ted couldn't remember. After the marketing review, before the server maintenance window. "Doesn't matter. How's the European rollout?"

"Smooth as your ability to avoid direct questions. Ted, when was the last time you took a weekend off?"

"Weekends are when our competitors gain ground." Ted pulled up the latest market analysis, numbers that would make Dexter's pupils dilate with greed. "Speaking of which, did you see TechCrunch's piece on DataFlow's new funding? Twenty-two million for technology that barely qualifies as beta."

"Which is exactly why you need to be sharp for today's meeting instead of running on fumes and desperation."

Ted's jaw tightened. Wes meant well, but advice about work-life balance sounded hollow coming from someone who'd chosen a startup equity package over a stable job at Google. They were all desperate. The only difference was how honestly they admitted it.

"I'm fine," Ted said.

"You're many things. Fine isn't one of them."

After Wes hung up, Ted stared at the presentation deck until the letters blurred together. Six hours until the meeting. Plenty of time to run through the demo, rehearse answers to hostile questions, and consume enough caffeine to power a small aircraft.

His phone buzzed with a text from his ex, Gwynne: Saw the TechCrunch article about CloudSync. Proud of you. Try to eat something that isn't brown liquid or comes in a wrapper.

Ted deleted the message without responding. Gwynne had made her choice when she'd walked out eight months ago, citing his "pathological relationship with work" and his "inability to exist in the same room as another human being without checking email." Her words, documented in a breakup speech that had lasted longer than most of his board meetings.

She wasn't wrong, but that didn't make her right.

Ted worked until the sun painted his office windows gold, then worked some more. By the time his assistant arrived with fresh coffee and a stack of contracts that needed signatures, he'd fine-tuned the presentation into something lethal.

"The car will be here at two-fifteen," Jennifer said, matching her usual brisk efficiency. "I've prepared backup slides for the revenue model, printed copies of the partnership agreements, and scheduled a post-meeting debrief for four-thirty."

"What would I do without you?"

"Probably starve to death in this office while composing love letters to your profit margins."

Ted's laugh sounded rusty from disuse. Jennifer had been with CloudSync since the beginning, back when their biggest worry was whether the vending machine would accept crumpled dollar bills. She'd earned the right to call him on his bullshit.

"Any messages I need to know about?"

"Your neighbor called the building manager again. Something about your conference calls disrupting her morning meditation."

Ted's good mood evaporated. Monica Tyson, 12B, yoga instructor and professional pain in his ass. For three months, she'd been waging a passive-aggressive campaign against his six a.m. calls with the London team, claiming his voice carried through the walls and disturbed her "spiritual practice."

"What does she expect me to do, conduct business in sign language?"

"Have you considered moving your calls to seven AM?"

"Have you considered telling her to meditate somewhere that isn't adjacent to people who work for a living?"

Jennifer's expression suggested this wasn't the hill he should choose to die on, but Ted was beyond caring. He'd bought his apartment specifically for the corner location. If Monica wanted perfect silence, she could find a cave in Tibet.

The morning passed in a blur of final preparations. Ted ran through his presentation twice more, fielding questions from his sales director and making last-minute adjustments to the financial projections. By noon, he felt ready to stare down Gavin Dexter's legendary skepticism and walk away with a signed term sheet.

His phone rang at half past noon. Unknown number.

"Theodore Corwin."

"Mr. Corwin, this is Janet from Dexter Capital. I'm calling about today's two-thirty meeting."

Ted's stomach dropped into his shoes. "What about it?"

"Mr. Dexter had a family emergency and needs to reschedule. Would Thursday at the same time work?"

Thursday. Two days of additional anxiety, two days for competitors to make their own moves, two days for his momentum to dissolve completely.

"Of course," Ted heard himself say. "Thursday works perfectly."

After Janet hung up, Ted sat in his chair and contemplated the cosmic joke his life had become. Three months of preparation, condensed into a presentation that would now gather dust until Thursday. Meanwhile, DataFlow was probably signing checks and stealing market share.

He could go home. The thought felt foreign, like considering a vacation on Mars. Home meant silence and empty rooms and the suffocating awareness that he had nothing to do except think about Thursday's meeting.

Ted stayed at the office until midnight, answering emails that could have waited and reviewing reports that wouldn't change. When he finally locked up and headed for the parking garage, the building felt empty and hollow.

The elevator ride to his floor passed slowly, exhaustion settling deep into his bones. Ted's key turned in the lock of 12A, and he stepped into an apartment that looked like a high-end hotel room. Clean lines, expensive furniture, no personal touches to suggest anyone actually lived here.

He fell asleep on the couch in his clothes, still wearing his watch and dreaming about PowerPoint slides that rearranged themselves when he wasn't looking.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING

Monica

Monica's internal clock woke her just before her phone's gentle chime. She'd stopped using jarring alarms years ago, after reading about cortisol spikes and their impact on morning mindfulness. Her body had adapted to the rhythm of sunrise and intention, no mechanical intervention required.

The tea kettle whistled softly while Monica moved through her morning stretches. Green tea with local honey, the kind that supposedly helped with seasonal allergies though Monica drank it more for the ritual than any medicinal properties. Steam curled from her favorite mug—handmade ceramic from a pottery studio in Fremont, glazed in blues that reminded her of the Sound on clear days.

Her fire escape garden was thriving despite Seattle's unpredictable weather. Basil, rosemary, and lavender in terra cotta pots that she'd painted herself during a particularly inspired evening last winter. Monica pinched fresh mint for her tea and whispered good morning to each plant like they were old friends.

Because they were, really. Plants listened without judgment and responded to care with visible gratitude. Unlike most of the humans in her life.

Monica's yoga mat unrolled across her hardwood floor with a soft whisper. The morning practice was hers alone—thirty minutes of breath and movement before she shared her energy with students who brought their stress and expectations into her carefully curated sanctuary.

Mountain pose. Inhale intention, exhale resistance.

Her apartment smelled like sandalwood and the lavender sachets she kept in every drawer. Crystals caught morning light from strategic positions around the room—not because Monica believed they possessed mystical powers, but because beauty deserved space in daily life. The rose quartz on her windowsill had been a gift from her grandmother, along with the advice that love started with loving yourself.

Monica was still working on that part.

Forward fold. Surrender what doesn't serve.

Through her floor-to-ceiling windows, she could see Elliott Bay stretching toward the Olympics. On clear days, she could make out individual trees on the ridges. This morning, fog softened the edges until everything looked like a watercolor painting left in the rain.

Warrior one. Ground down to rise up.

Her phone buzzed from the kitchen counter. Monica ignored it. Morning practice was sacred time, protected from the digital chaos that infected every other hour of the day. Whatever crisis required her immediate attention could wait thirty minutes.

Child's pose. Rest in the space between effort and surrender.

Monica's morning practice ended with three minutes of meditation. Not the guided variety she taught in classes, but simple silence and breath awareness. Some days her mind felt clear as mountain air. Other days, thoughts crashed through her consciousness like rush-hour traffic.

Today felt like traffic.

Why can't I meet someone who understands this matters? Why does everyone think yoga is just expensive stretching? Why am I twenty-nine and eating dinner alone six nights a week?

Monica breathed into the questions without trying to answer them. Meditation wasn't about achieving perfect mental silence—that was a myth perpetuated by people who'd never actually tried to quiet their minds. Meditation was about noticing thoughts and letting them pass without getting pulled into their drama.

Inhale acceptance. Exhale judgment.

Her phone showed three missed calls from her mother and a text from her best friend Mal: Coffee later? I have gossip about Derek.

Derek was Mal's on-again, off-again boyfriend who treated relationships like a hobby he practiced badly. Monica typed back: Can't today. Teaching at sunrise beach, then evening class at the studio. Tomorrow?
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