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Soldier Evans walked with a brisk pace down the corridor toward the commander's office. Her heart was pounding a little faster than usual; a performance review never boded well, especially when she was summoned by Squad Commander Taylor himself. His reputation as a strict and uncompromising man preceded him. She stopped in front of the massive wooden door with the plaque "Commander Taylor" and knocked briefly but firmly.

No "Come in!" was heard. After a moment of silence, she tried again, this time a little louder. Still nothing. Curiosity, her eternal companion and sometimes her curse, wouldn't let it go. She gently pressed the handle. The door opened with a quiet creak.

She peeked inside. The office was plunged into dimness, only the rays of the setting sun penetrating through the blinds, drawing long shadows on the floor. Empty. "Hello? Sir?" she called out uncertainly into the silence. No answer. With a certain dose of audacity that was characteristic of her, she slipped inside and quietly closed the door behind her. The office was empty, which surprised her so much that she raised one perfect eyebrow. Taylor was known for his almost pathological punctuality, for his meticulous observance of every second.

Slowly, with a feline caution, she walked inside, her gaze greedily scanning the sparsely but purposefully furnished room. A massive, dark oak desk dominated the space, on its polished surface were precisely, almost geometrically arranged stacks of files, a map of the entire area spread out under heavy glass. A faint but absolutely unmistakable scent of his cologne hung in the air—something rough, animalistic, undeniably masculine, that always secretly quickened her pulse. On an old-fashioned coat rack by the door hung his perfectly ironed uniform, and on it, like the cherry on top, like a king's crown, the commander's beret in a rich, dark color. Evans walked over to it as if drawn by an invisible magnet, a hypnotic force. Carefully, with an almost sacred reverence, she took it in her hands, her fingertips running over the rough, quality fabric. She turned to the tall, slender mirror hanging on the cold wall next to a cabinet filled with military trophies and awards. With a touch of forbidden rebellion, with a spark of audacity in her eyes, she placed it on her head, slightly askew, exactly as he used to wear it with a nonchalant arrogance. She stared at her reflection. That simple piece of fabric suddenly gave her a strange, unexpected aura of power and authority, something intoxicating that made every cell in her body vibrate.

"EVANS! WHAT THE FUCK IS THE MEANING OF THIS?! TAKE THAT OFF YOUR INSOLENT HEAD IMMEDIATELY! DO YOU THINK THIS IS SOME FUCKING MASQUERADE?! THAT YOU CAN JUST DO WHATEVER YOU WANT IN HERE?! THIS IS THE END, DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?! THE ABSOLUTE END OF YOUR RIDICULOUS CAREER IN THIS ARMY! YOU CAN START PACKING!"

All the blood in Evans's veins froze, as if someone had poured liquid ice into them. The beret almost fell from her head as she quickly snatched it off in a panicked gesture. Pure, unadulterated horror gripped her throat like iron tongs, but her pragmatic, always-calculating mind was already working feverishly at full speed. This, THIS she simply could not allow to happen. The army was her everything, her escape, her purpose. His words, every single one, were like lashes from a sharp whip directly to her soul. She knew immediately that she had to act. Quickly. Without hesitation. And do... anything. Absolutely anything to calm him down, to reverse his terrifying decision. Her dark eyes met his, which were burning with unrestrained anger, and she desperately searched them for even the smallest spark of a possibility, a crack through which she could slip. Her voice was trembling like a leaf, but she tried to make it sound submissive, respectful, almost pleading:
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