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  Dedication

To my childhood sweetheart and dashing husband, Michael. I’m so honored to be your partner on this journey called life. Your unfailing love has made me a true romantic.
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In the age of new discoveries, let’s not lose sight of discovering ourselves.

-Mimika Cooney
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Mind Reader







  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1: The Pitchathon

  
  




Clio




“It’ll be fun, Clio,” Megan said. “It’s a satire event, you’ll love it. Faux apps, fake elevator pitches, a charity auction, and some schmoozing. A mocktail with a cute paper umbrella. It’s not real—unless you win, of course.”

I said yes because Megan, my business partner and fellow chaos enabler, insisted this event had merit. And because I can’t resist sniffing out the possibility from the egos. What Megan didn’t mention was the couture battlefield of hyper-competitive egos in designer suits and the TED Talk energy. It’s like Shark Tank and the Met Gala had a baby and raised it on caffeine.

Megan swears this room holds at least one eligible billionaire, but I’m not here for that kind of thing.

Tonight’s Pitchathon is part satire, part gladiator show. Founders sell faux startups to investors while real Venture Capitalists and media watch the mayhem. And that’s what I’m here for.

The Tribeca Art Gallery gives high-gloss Bond villain hideout vibes. Exposed brick, curated lighting, and just enough hush in the air to make you think something expensive is about to explode. Rows of ghost-white chairs face a low-lit stage framed in golden drapes. Five judges perch on stools like skeptical critics, eyes sharp.

Lo-fi jazz hums in the background, the kind of too-cool soundtrack that makes you feel like you’ve accidentally wandered into a curated dream sequence. It’s all artifice and Botox smiles. 

Stilettos tap out Morse code messages across the marble. Heads flick in my direction. I feel the scan of their eyes, measuring, cataloging. Let them. I’ve walked into colder arenas with sharper teeth.

I cross the space the way I learned to enter the ice rink. Calm, measured, polished. I glance around for calibration. I don’t need recognition. No awkward small talk, no forced laughs. Just the freedom to read the room on instinct.

Finally—a few recognizable faces. Maximillian O’Sullivan, CEO of MaxiAir, known more for his temper than his temperature control. He adjusts a rose lapel on his black tux like he’s auditioning for mob boss of the year. The diamond-draped bottle-blonde on his arm, in a white A-line dress, looks like she’s deciding whether to invest in a startup or marry one. 

Near the hors d’oeuvres table, I spot Ethel Baxter, Editor-in-Chief of The New York Ladder. Pixie-cut sharp as ever, forest-green tailored pantsuit, pearls that look heirloom but probably aren’t. One good feature from her team could put me on the map. They profile disruptors. Power players. Rainmakers. And I wouldn’t mind getting caught in that storm.

I love the premise. Shark Tank meets stand-up, dressed in designer gowns and weaponized charm. No real money on the line, just your name, your image, your shot at becoming unforgettable.

The prize? A golden brain trophy, a viral clip, and enough ego fuel to start a turf war over brunch. This is New York’s tech-meets-art bloodsport, where reputation is the currency you deal in, and everyone’s net worth is contingent on who’s watching.

Tonight, I’m the Queen of Fools trading monopoly money. Veg-A-Find might be fake, but the stakes are real. If I tank this, they won’t remember it was in good humor. They’ll remember me. My face. My failure.

One misread, and I’m forgettable. One well-timed win, and maybe they’ll stop underestimating me.

A misstep won’t bruise my ego, but it will dent the brand I built on instinctual sweat equity.

I glance around the room. Rumor has it a major tech CEO is here tonight. Thirty seconds of the right curiosity could change everything. The right words guarantee deals.

Tonight, the pressure’s on. Timekeepers limit every presentation. Mock investors bid on the best ideas and bomb the worst. Exorbitant ticket sales go to charity, but there’s no cap on how much real money players can match to their bids.

Officially, I’m here for a client. One of those discreet, high-net-worth types who bankrolls from the shadows. He wanted quiet eyes and instincts on the players.

Unofficially, I’ve got skin in the game.

I’m thirty. I’ve launched ideas that stuck, turned skeptics into believers. We built Calypso Consulting’s reputation on strategic empathy. That’s how we change the way power communicates. And with this chessboard, I’ve already mapped a few opening moves.

But I swore I’d never be part of this play. The cutthroat deals. Charm, power, bulldoze, repeat. I know this type—it’s my father in a nutshell. He could sell sand in a desert to a client, but he never showed up for his family when it mattered. It taught me one thing: powerful men always win—and women like me are just leverage until we’re redundant.

This is going to be a fun ride.

As I wait for the contest to begin, I catch my reflection in a chrome statue. It looks like a melting drone, and it’s judging me. I adjust my necklace and pause. No doubt, just reminding myself I belong here.

All right, Clio. No mistakes.

The crepe Vera Wang dress fits flawlessly. Sleek black, sharp neckline, off the shoulder for a little sass. While I’d normally prefer less skin showing, this is a branding decision. My fashionista sister will be proud. I feel like I’m cosplaying my own CEO Barbie edition in these three-inch Blahniks. My name tag reads: Veg-A-Find. Because obviously ferns need a wingman. 

Ugh. Who tortures themselves wearing Vera? Oh, wait. Me. I do.

I don’t love competitions, but I love reading people. Catching the blinks, flickers of doubt, and millisecond shifts is like playing emotional poker. It reveals the nervous tells behind those faux-confident grins. It’s like taking candy from a baby, but with less squealing!

On second thought, maybe I do love competitions.

It’s less about logic and more about intuition. My gut knows something’s off long before my brain computes what I’m seeing.

Tonight’s players won’t crack easy. They won’t sweat or stammer. But they’ll eventually slip. They always do.

And that’s the game I live for. Watching the polished unravel, one small tell at a time. 

My friends call me the Ice Queen. So far, my stainless-steel walls have done a good job keeping people out. Charm is just socially acceptable armor. I prefer to catch them smiling before I strike.

I built a career on decoding people. Give me a blink, a twitch, a tonal shift, and I’ll map your inner landscape faster than Google Maps on steroids. It’s my edge, my brand, my emotional security blanket. 

Walk in strong, or don’t walk in at all.

Then I spot him. Early thirties, sharp jaw, broad shoulders, and a tailored Armani that screams stealth wealth. The kind of man who doesn’t walk into a room, he breathes it. Those John Lennon glasses are a total misdirect. Nothing about him says peace and love.

My breath catches before I can stop it.

Seriously, Clio. Get a grip. You don’t get flustered by suits.

But this isn’t just another overfunded founder playing at charm. This is Dillon Whelan. The mind behind iSight. The tools that today’s visionaries pretend they invented. When he talks, investors listen. Ten seconds of that focus could end in a deal or a disaster.

He turns and meets my gaze.

He’s looking through me, not at me. Sizing me up. Weighing and measuring something I can’t name.

Every nerve ending in my body lights up.

He adjusts his glasses with smooth precision, more habit than nervous tic. His hands slide into his pockets, his demeanor completely at ease.

Nothing about him feels accidental. And he reads the room with unnerving control.

Interesting. Let’s play.

He starts moving toward me. I force a slow inhale. He’s close enough now that I catch a faint trace of cedar and citrus. Clean, understated, and intoxicating.

A hostess hands me a blueberry mojito mocktail. Crushed mint over pebbled ice with a scent that instantly transports me to some rooftop cabana I don’t have time for.

“Bold drink choice,” he says, almost as a question.

That voice. Low and confident, the kind that slides under your skin and decides to stay.

My ears perk up. I catch something flickering behind the glasses. Curiosity, maybe. Or calculation dressed in charm.

I give him a cool look. “I like to stay sharp.” 

It comes out clipped, not clever.

Ugh, I wish I’d gone sassier with that one.

Dillon lifts a brow subtly, trying hard not to give anything away. Then he blinks and adjusts his glasses on the bridge of his nose.

Strange.

I take a sip and nod. “Mm, delicious and refreshing.”

He looks bemused. Like someone just turned the temperature up a notch and he’s deciding whether to melt or freeze.

“Overengineered,” he says like he’s critiquing a marketing demo. “Garnish overkill.”

Did he just say overkill?

Okay, gladiator. Slicing through mocktails now? Bold move.

I chuckle. He looks me up and down. Slow, deliberate, like he’s dipping a toe into shark-infested waters just to see if I’ll bite. It warms something in my traitorous chest before I can beat it down. This wasn’t in the script. I wasn’t supposed to feel anything. My body is betraying me!

“I don’t think we’ve met. New around here?” His eyes, ridiculously blue, flash something. Amusement? Or calculus wrapped in charm?

“Something like that.” I maintain eye contact, testing the temperature.

Dillon doesn’t blink.

Oh no. He’s one of those.

This is either going to be catastrophic or fascinating. I can’t tell which yet, and that unnerves me.

“Mrs…?” he says too casually. Is he baiting me?

Something about the way he says it, low and loaded, zaps straight through my ribcage like static.

His jaw tension, blink rate, and voice cadence trigger my internal lie detector radar.

“It’s Miss.”

Let him chew on that.

“Miss, excuse me. No plus one?” he asks, voice casual. Everything about him is too calibrated.

“Not tonight.” I shrug. “But tomorrow’s still open for applications. Assuming the applicant knows how to stick around.”

A queen’s mic-drop move.

For a split second, his gaze flickers, like I hit a nerve. A blink, a pause, and then that smile resets. Gotcha. I’ve cracked something, even if I don’t know what.

The emcee calls contestants to the stage, disrupting our banter.

Dang it, this was just starting to get good.

“Catch you later,” Dillon says as a closing move. Like he’s already seen the final scene and knows I’ll be in it.

The emcee introduces him as he takes the stage. Everything sharpens. The voice, the charm, the intent tucked behind that maddening expression. It all clicks into place. That gaze felt less curious, more like an X-ray.

Dillon stands near the judges’ table, sipping his drink like this is a pool party. I’m just a few feet away, and yet it feels like miles.

I’ve presented to colder receptions with higher stakes before. But this time is different. I’m determined to not only impress Dillon, but to make it impossible for him to ignore me.

Dillon finishes his introduction. The applause is still fading when the spotlight sweeps the stage as the hostess gestures me forward. I smooth my dress and channel every ounce of confidence. I walk like I own the place, because the alternative is letting him own me.

I’ve rehearsed this spiel a hundred times. Workshopped it in a day with Megan until she threatened to hide my laptop. A flicker of that old skating adrenaline rises, focused and sharp. I plant my weight evenly, like I’m about to land a triple axel. I hate how much I want to win this. But as I scan the expressions and analyze the micromovements, my nerves steady. This, I know how to do. I’m ready.

“Clio Ambrosia,” the host announces, “founder of Calypso Consulting. An emotional intelligence consultancy for high-impact leaders.”

I named my firm Calypso after the Greek legend: strategic, mysterious, and a little underestimated. Like me.

A man behind me murmurs, “You teach CEOs how to cry or something?”

Typical. Coward hidden by ego.

“No,” I say. “I teach them to stop bleeding talent.”

I straighten my shoulders and move toward the podium, reminding myself who I am. I take my place beside the other hopefuls, mic in hand. It’s showtime.

Dillon steps up to his mic, the spotlight catching the sharp cut of his suit like he’s doing PR for Armani. Not rushed, not hesitant, but deliberate. Tiny, precise movements are the kind that don’t show as nerves, only readiness.

“Tonight, I bring you MeowMoney. A platform for investing in the internet’s true celebrities: cats. We finally have a way to monetize the memes that already rule your screen time.” He takes a breath. “The truth is that your 401(k) might crash, but that tabby cat with a short man syndrome offers a solid ROI.”

The audience roars. The air is electric as everyone leans in to see who caves first. He sells it like a late-night infomercial pitchman, only smoother. Every move is calculated, composed, magnetized. Flawless, without notes or a teleprompter.

Dillon’s not just selling his idea. No, he’s selling himself. And the audience is eating him up.

My competitive switch flips.

Game on, peacock.

The next thirty minutes are a blur of fast talking and applause. We volley like we’re in a startup version of Jeopardy! One by one, the competition dwindles. Each quip lands with the snap of a tennis volley, precision over power. I haven’t felt this energized since I stepped on the ice to compete before everything fell apart. The tension coils like a double axel, tight, fast, and about to launch.

What began as a lighthearted game of darts has turned into a low-key war of wits and words.

“At first glance, you think our app is a cute cat meme,” Dillon says with confidence. “But behind the fluff is a real-time emotional analytics engine. We’ve gamified mental health check-ins using pet-based humor. Why? Because dopamine works. Give yourself a hit of cuteness with every scroll.”

It sounds too legit, which means I’m already off-brand for this event.

“Interesting premise,” I say, keeping my tone neutral. “But what’s the actual utility beyond dopamine scrolling?”

“If utility is your metric, you’ll love our AI-driven tracking backend,” he replies smoothly. “We monetize engagement through mood mapping. Even skeptics smile at cats.” He takes a jab at my app. “It might work with talking plants.”

“At least mine doesn’t require a litter box,” I fire back.

The audience laughs. We don’t. This is war!

I’m in the zone. Calm, focused, the way I like it. I grab the mic without missing a beat. “Adorable. But while your investors are chasing laser pointers, I’ll be matchmaking houseplants.”

He volleys back with, “If your plants drink the mojito mocktails you’re so fond of, they will go home alone anyway.”

Another wave of raucous laughter sounds out. One judge even snorts.

The air between us crackles. Like the Wi-Fi just jumped to 5G and forgot how to buffer.

Dillon leans toward his mic. “Yes, Veg-A-Find. Because clearly, house plants have been lonely for too long.”

“They deserve love,” I say. “They photosynthesize, they thrive in silence. Basically, they’re ideal partners. Unlike some startups I could name.”

I catch the smallest glint in his eyes behind those glasses. Like he’s doing a silent calculation. Analyzing, adjusting, recalibrating. No wonder he’s winning.

“Low maintenance and good at oxygen exchange,” he shoots back. “You just described me.”

The audience laughs again. Ugh. I hate how smooth that landed. Like he’s kept it in his back pocket for a perfect moment like this.

I cross my arms in defiance, making sure to keep my tone light. “At least my users don’t require flea treatments.”

He dramatically places a hand over his chest. “Wow. Harsh. You wound me, Mrs…?”

I raise my mic. “It’s still Miss.”

There’s a beat of charged silence. He flashes a confident grin. But something in his eyes isn’t smug, it’s searching. I realize he’s not trying to intimidate me or gloat. No, he’s studying me.

I don’t flinch. But every nerve ending registers that spark, like I’m touching a live wire. For the first time, I feel disarmed.

“Final lightning round,” the host announces. “One-line elevator pitch, no pauses. Go!”

Dillon steps forward. “MeowMoney: turning fur into fortune, one meme at a time.”

I follow, voice crisp. “Veg-A-Find: because succulents deserve a chance at true love.”

I freeze. Not visibly, but inside. That one lands differently. Lower, heating my insides.

Is true love even possible for me? Get a grip, girl, you’re dreaming.

After a pause, a ripple of laughter sounds, followed by applause.

Dillon and I glance at each other across the stage like dueling royalty. That’s when I realize this isn’t just a sparring match. He’s got under my skin and in my head. He parries with words like he’s fencing. 

He assesses the competition like a behavioral scientist; or worse, like me.

Every beat, every micropause, timed with maddening precision. Somehow, he’s turned this ridiculous charity pitch into a duel I didn’t agree to—but one I can’t stop fighting.

And something about that look unnerves me more than it should.

This is infuriating!

I’m used to being the one in control. The one with the sharper tongue and the cooler head. But he’s matching me step for step, thought for thought, with no hesitation. His smug almost-smile makes me think he already knows how this duel ends.

And the worst part?

I don’t know whether I want to win this round or watch what happens if I let him.

Dillon keeps sneaking glances. Like he’s silently daring me to go bigger. “That all you got?”

Whatever. Let him look.

That smug confidence is what’s throwing me off. Too arrogant, too calm. Far too dangerous for my liking. Or maybe it’s nothing. Maybe I’m just making spotlights of shadows.

I land one flawless zinger, clean and sharp. Silence. Then slow applause, like the crowd’s catching up. But he’s not. His eyes say he’s already three moves ahead, waiting for me to close the gap.

He makes his last offer of the night. He nails it. Of course, he does.

The host announces the winner. Of course, it’s him.

I want to roll my eyes at the fluff, but I can’t deny it. His pivot was clever. Smart, even.

And judging by the VC nodding like a fool, I’m not the only one who saw it.

My stomach sinks. I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks. I’ve just met someone just as good. Or better than me.

That smirk. That stupid, infuriating, arrogant smirk.

But why can’t I stop thinking about it?

Dillon steps forward, accepts the trophy, and thanks the panel. He takes the win with the grace of someone who wins often. But there’s something in the tightness of his jaw that indicates this win meant more to him than just receiving a cheap prize.

Dillon offers me a hand to shake. His palm is warm, and the brief contact jolts something in me I wasn’t prepared to feel. It’s uninvited, electric, and worse, it lingers. Not on my skin, but somewhere deeper. Somewhere I swore I’d locked down.

There is a measured stillness about him up close. The kind of quiet most people only master after years of reading every nuance like a living map. He’s cool, too cool, but magnetizing.

“Strong presentation,” he says as we shake. “Your opening hit hard. But somewhere in the middle, it tilted a little more toward show than structure. Still, impressive.”

What? Did he just analyze me?

Even my failure came with footnotes.

I narrow my eyes as I pull my hand away. “Enjoy the win. I don’t lose twice.”

He beams like he’s already penciled in our next match. “You don’t strike me as someone who quits easily.”

Is he goading me?

“Maybe not.” My voice is cool, but there’s an edge to it I didn’t mean to let slip out. “It’s been real.”

I shift my weight to ground myself. My pulse is steady, my smile still plastered in place. Three weeks of prep, down to the cadence of my opening joke. Gone in a breath. But I’ll swallow that sting before I let it show.

But my pride? Torched.

Fingers fumbling, I grasp at my clutch. I glance back once, and I catch him watching me. He thinks I’m just annoyed that I lost, but he doesn’t see the deeper fracture. The invisible kind. And that’s why I never trust charm—because even the smart ones never look deep enough.

I came for a mocktail and a PR boost. Instead, I walked away rattled—and worse, curious. I didn’t just lose to Dillon. I lost to someone who saw through me. And that terrifies me more than losing. Because it confirms the belief that I’ve tried so hard to outgrow. That men like him always win, and women like me are just here to be charming and disposable.

I wanted this to be different. I wanted me to be different. But instead, I let someone get to me before I got to rewrite the script.

I’ve handled tougher nights. But not with him watching.

And the worst part? A small, broken piece of me wants a do-over, just to see if he’d still look at me the same way.
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  Chapter 2: The Analyst

  
  




Clio




Ice crackles under my blades in the hush of morning air. The city’s usual roar slumbers beneath dawn’s hush. The Wollman Rink is mine for one quiet hour. A sanctuary from the chaos.

I couldn’t sleep after losing to Dillon. I need air, calm, stillness. Somewhere my body remembers what to do when my brain won’t stop racing.

The rink is where I breathe.

The ice lies before me like a canvas waiting for me to carve through its glassy perfection. The skyline looms, silhouetted against the blush light beyond the canopy. Fall lingers, its greens, reds, and yellows popping through the canopy of branches.

New York’s trees hide so many secrets.

Each cut of my blade shaves away something tight in my chest. The deeper I carve, the easier I can think. Like if I move fast enough, I can stay ahead of the noise inside me.

Okay, that got deep. Ugh, I definitely need caffeine.

I move to a rhythm that is both sharp and graceful. The overhead speakers play Vivaldi’s Winter with a modern twist. Classics, as in my ballet days, always soothe me. Ballet drilled precision into my bones. Miss Sadie was a drill sergeant—perfect bun, spotless shoes, abs of steel. But floating across the floor? I loved that part. It translated well into figure skating.

I feel the music and exist in the moment. I pivot into a spiral, then a lunge. My hip wobbles, just for a second. Muscle memory and instinct correct it. When I overthink things, I tense up and make mistakes.

It’s been years since I competed on the ice. The memory of Coach Olga’s glacial stare still gives me goosebumps. She never raised her voice because she didn’t need to. A single glance could leave me frozen stiff as the ice. She built champions. No excuses. No softness. Surviving her was a medal in and of itself. Even though I despised her methods, it forced the best out of me.

Funny how those years under Olga trained me to hold a pose on the ice, in the boardroom, and in the middle of a verbal ambush. Stillness equals strength. No wobble, no weakness. But I started holding my breath long before the rink. Olga turned instinct into strategy.

The dream was to follow her pre-Olympic developmental plan, but fate intervened. She died in the plane crash on her way back from Sectionals, just days before my final qualifying skate.

The tragedy didn’t just claim my coach; it stole my identity. I kept her stopwatch for months. Clinging to it, wishing it would restart, but the device was dead.

I used to think skating proved I mattered. Now it proves I’m still chasing ghosts. Those were the simple days … back when I thought gold medals would fix identity crises. Adulting is so much harder than I ever imagined.

Years passed before I found the courage to put on my skates again. I only feel like myself when I’m on the ice. Out here, I don’t have to read people. The ice doesn’t lie. And it never expects me to fake a smile.

When I warm up my muscles and memorize the choreography, surrendering to the music stills my mind. Perfectionism pauses only for that moment when passion outpaces the pressure. That’s when the edges of my skates rip through the ice. The crunch proves the edges are deep enough to slice through the noise in my head.

It’s the same in consulting. Tight lines, cleaner execution, no room for error. I don’t pitch clients, I perform. Every word, every glance, calibrated for impact. Skating taught me how to hide the nerves and make it look effortless.

I didn’t just wake up one day knowing how to read people. I grew up avoiding emotional landmines. Tracking the flick of my dad’s jaw before a blow-up, catching my mom’s fingers twitch when she was about to shut down. Survival made me observant. Trauma trained my instincts. The patterns came first; the language followed.

Later, I formalized it. Degrees in behavioral science and training under Dr. Levine, a top FBI lie detection expert. I specialized in reading microexpressions, those split-second facial tells, and decoding emotion through cognitive empathy. Not reading faces but reading intent. Emotion. Truth always hides in plain sight.

My methods aren’t magic, they’re proven instinct. I track patterns, like delayed responses or tiny posture shifts, and read nonverbal cues others miss. They’re not random. They’re telling.

And once you know what to look for, the truth is rarely silent.

Back at the bench, I grab my water bottle and notice the gold medal at the bottom of my bag. I haven’t touched it in years. I turn it over. It’s heavier than I remember. It used to mean I’d made it. Now it just reminds me how far off the mark I am.

I toss it back in my bag as I notice my phone light up. A voicemail from Megan and six unread messages in the Sensibility Sisters group chat.

Seven girls. One thread that’s survived breakups, burnout, career detours, and one unforgettable beach trip five summers ago. Tia’s my sister, Megan’s my BFF and business partner. Separated by cities and time zones, Shiloh, Mia, Nicole, and Alexa still find a way to stay in touch. We met in college, stuck together through finals, first jobs, and life’s many curveballs. An unlikely group of Jane Austen personalities who, against all odds, coexist harmoniously.

We joke about renaming the chat Emotionally Complicated, but Sensibility Sisters stuck. Tia feels everything, Megan can smell a lie a mile away, Shiloh’s taste is impeccable, Mia hears what’s not said, Nicole sees the fault lines before they crack, Alexa sees your spiral coming and has snacks, strategy, and a pep talk ready. And Clio sees it all coming before anyone else. 

I scroll through the chaos. Of course, the girls have all weighed in. Though I don’t always reply, I’m thankful for their noise today. It reminds me I’m still tethered to something real, not just algorithms or contracts.

Sensibility Sisters: (6 unread messages)

Tia: Cliooo! If you’re alive, blink. If not, I’m sending a glitter bomb to your apartment and a singing telegram. Possibly shirtless. 👀

Shiloh: She’s either skating in a vengeance spiral or baking sourdough with angst. I approve of both.

Mia: Leave her alone, girls. She’ll talk when she’s ready. Just … no Insta stories, okay? We don’t need this trending.

Nicole: If she doesn’t respond in ten minutes, I’m filing a Missing Sanity Report. Also, I brought pie charts. And pie.

Alexa: Someone get her real food. She’s not fine, but she will be. And she doesn’t have to do it solo.

Megan: She’s not unraveling. She’s recalibrating. Let the system reboot. I’ve got her. Give her time. And space. And chocolate.

I click on the voicemail from Megan. “Clio, my love, it’s me. Sorry to bug you this early, but it’s urgent. Call me when you get this.”

I sigh. I hate being rushed, but it looks like today is going to be one of those days. I yank off my skates, wipe the blades, and put on the soakers that keep them dry. Dread fills my stomach, cold and sharp, settling just behind my ribs.

So much for the plan. We didn’t fulfill the contract. Now, to untangle this ball of spaghetti.

Friends and colleagues think I’m crazy for being the one who runs toward the fire. To me, real life sounds like a broken record when I don’t get to pick the soundtrack. Mom says I think and talk fast, but I say others think and talk too slow.

I slip into my sneakers and reach for my phone. Just as I’m about to hit return, Megan’s name flashes across the screen.

“Hey girl,” she says. “Sorry to interrupt your me time, but what happ—”

“I’ll save you the rant,” I say, rubbing my temple.

“Yes, yes. How could I let it happen, yada yada. I don’t need to hit repeat to know it’s bad.”

A client complaint risks ruining our reputation. But then again, a roomful of New York’s finest was witness to my meltdown. Great, just great.

Megan sighs. “I can hear your pacing.”

I stop.

“I don’t pace,” I lie.

“Uh-huh, right. You know, normal people plan before they act.”

I shrug. “Normal people waste time. But I know. Last night was embarrassing. We need a plan.”

She huffs. “More than embarrassing. It’s a potential disaster. You could at least pretend to think things through.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

“Clio, my love, I know you were giving it your best shot. I wish it hadn’t ended like that.” The tension in her voice tells me everything. This isn’t just about losing my cool and damaging my reputation. It’s about survival.

“It was unavoidable. I saw red, and I forgot about pitching his company. Let my personal frustration bleed into a professional room. I reacted, which is ironic, considering I teach people not to.”

“I panicked the second I saw the email. But I know you were doing your best.”

If only I’d forget how a simple smirk got under my skin. I went in planning to pitch my client’s idea. That’s why I agreed to attend the event. But the second Dillon walked in, the air shifted. I forgot the memo. I forgot everything except proving that I belonged.

“Bad news travels fast in this industry,” I mutter.

“The client’s already sent a notice of intent to terminate,” Megan says, voice tight. “Thirty-day clause. But we both know that means the door’s closing.”

“I could’ve thrown a mocktail, and it would’ve gone viral in a good way, right?”

Megan lets out a loud sigh. “Instead, you got the boardroom version of an open-mouthed gasp and five LinkedIn articles about ‘grace under pressure.’”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I know. This week proved unexpectedly challenging.”

Two clients pressed pause. One wants to ‘re-evaluate strategic alignment.’ Translation: We made them feel things, and that’s scary in corporate.

“Well, I’ve been up since three a.m. racking my brain. There’s a possibility, but it’s a bit of a mess…” Megan trails off.

My stomach tightens. With my bag over my shoulder, I pick up my pace, crossing the road and narrowly dodging a biker. My pulse syncs to the static in my head. “How messy?”

“More than enough to keep us afloat. If it works, we won’t have to gorge ourselves on Ben and Jerry’s. So, my new Prada jeans won’t cry.”

I can work with that.

“But Clio, we can’t make another mistake.”

“I hear you loud and clear. See you at the office.”

New client. No name. No safety net. While others hesitate, weigh the risks, and second-guess, I survive by staying three moves ahead. I don’t crave safety. I crave the fire. Maybe that’s why I hunt the hardest clients. Why I say yes to impossible deadlines and walk into rooms I’m not invited to be in. It’s the same thrill as a jump with a blind landing. You either stick the landing or kiss ice. But however it ends, at least you flew.




***




Sitting in the back of a taxi, my phone lights up. It’s my sister Tia calling from England.

“Clio, darling,” Tia singsongs. “Are you free Friday night?”

I narrow my eyes. “Why?”

“No reason. I’m coming to town. A small dinner. A few friends. And oh, would you look at that? One of them is single and charming.”

Ugh. I need carbs and a reality check. In that exact order.

I groan. “Tia, stop. I don’t need you to set me up.”

My last relationship ended in a whimper, not a bang. Three months of fake compatibility and mutual ghosting. Before that? Nothing worth a scrapbook.

“Remember that time I saved you from that disastrous networking event by texting you fake emergency messages? Consider this me cashing in that favor.”

I rub my temple. “I’m too busy for relationships. I’m swamped and have an urgent project to deal with.”

“Are you married to your job? You know your bank account can’t keep you warm at night. Take some time off. Meet me over here for a multi-city adventure. Just you and me and my camera.”

“T, I can’t follow you around taking photos for your influencer thingy. Find someone local to be your butler. Why don’t you ask your BFF Shiloh to go with you?”

“Nah, Shiloh can’t make it. But, Clio,” Tia says, sweetness dripping like honey, “you know I trust only you to capture my essence. How about we go on my travel trip, then spend Christmas with Mom? You know you want to.”

“No promises,” I say. “And I’ve arrived for my meeting. Tell Mom I love her and will call soon.”

“Don’t be alone again this Christmas. A little romance wouldn’t hurt.”

I snort. “Says the woman whose last so-called soulmate lasted, what, three weeks?”

“Fine, mock me. But someday, you’re going to fall, and it won’t be on ice.”




***




Steam curls around me as I step into the office’s fabulous white marble locker room shower. The scalding water eases the tension in my shoulders.

Corporate warfare might be more polished than chasing criminals, but it’s not exactly safe. My stint consulting for the FBI started as a thrill until one insight cracked open a cartel case, and my name ended up in places it didn’t belong. When a burned-out car showed up near my house, I got the message.

After that, I chose corporate clients instead. Messy, but at least corporate drama doesn’t come with death threats. Trauma has a long shelf life. Truth? It’s just perception. You only need a flicker of doubt to see through a bluff. People don’t say what they mean. But their bodies do. I get paid to translate subtext into strategy. Call it control-freak intuition with receipts. If I can’t carry it solo, I don’t trust it’ll hold. Control freak? Guilty. But I make it work.

I armor up with a crisp white Calvin Klein collared blouse, gray high-waisted fly skirt with jacket, and blue accents. I pat on the tinted moisturizer and apply mascara. Tia, my fashionista sister, goes nuts when I refuse her make-over sessions. No time for that nonsense.

I’m halfway through my protein bar when I step off the tenth-floor elevator and spot Abby. “The client moved up the meeting and wants a meetup tomorrow at their office.”

“Abby, you’ve been with me four-plus years now. When have you ever seen me pander to a client having a hissy fit?”

“Never. But this is a huge project. Your team has collected everything you need.” She hands me an iPad.

“I’m not rushing anywhere until I’ve had time to review the materials.”

Abby flushes. “I know, Clio, but they insist they need a quick turnaround.”

“Please get back to them and set it up for later today.” I hang my jacket on the back of my white leather chair. “Also, please replace the locker room hair dryer. I’m having to go for the poofy look today.”

“Noted.” Abby nods. “Let me order you an omelet to last you past noon. A car can’t run on fumes, right?”

I wave a hand. “I can handle it.”

Abby gives me her classic eye roll. She knows by now it’s pointless to waste energy arguing with me.

I glance at the iPad, then shift my bag higher on my shoulder. “If a chocolate croissant ends up on my desk, I might pretend it’s for you.”

She smirks. “You remembered?”

“Please. You lit up like Christmas the last time I shared one.”

Abby shakes her head, but her smile lingers.

“And Abby?” I pause. “Thanks. For keeping me running. I don’t say it enough.”

She gives a small nod. I don’t wait for more.

“Oh, and don’t forget the updated P&L from accounting,” Abby adds.

I wave her off. “I’ll look at it later.”

Later usually means never. I’ve built Calypso on instinct and grit, not spreadsheets. Numbers make my head hurt.

Sitting at my desk, I replay last nights recording. It feels like scraping skin across sandpaper. It was only a charity event. Just a little showcase. A silly glass brain trophy. Overcooked canapes and bragging rights. I keep telling myself that.

But the sting? Still there. Sharp, throbbing, beneath the surface.

Dillon beat me. Not by luck, not barely. Smoothly, without missing a step.

And I … let him.

Some part of me, deep down, thought I had it. That this was my moment. That I’d finally get to stand in a room full of power players and not belong, but lead.

I ought to have known better.

I watch as I walk to the mic with polished confidence. Calm. But I see it now, the tightness around my eyes, the flicker of nerves I thought I’d masked.

And then Dillon, striding onto the stage like he owned the room. Charismatic and elegantly poised. That stupid knowing smirk, like he’d already seen the ending and knew how it played out.

And the worst part? He was right. I watched. Rewound. Replayed again. Like somehow, I’d missed the part where I would lose.

How come I couldn’t let it go? Because it mattered. Because I needed to win. It’s not about ego, or maybe it is a little. But mostly for survival.

My company needs momentum. A short-term contract, a high-visibility win, a client willing to vouch for us in public. More than enough to boost our street cred. Calypso doesn’t struggle because we’re unqualified. We struggle because we work behind the scenes, fixing what other consultants miss. Our clients don’t give testimonials. They get us to sign NDAs. We’re the whisper fixers, the ones execs call when the issue is too delicate to go public. High-impact, low-visibility. And that’s a hard pitch in a world that only values loud.

Why do intelligent people struggle to understand the impact of EQ on their overall achievements?

I swipe through our latest proposal drafts and pause at the red margins on the budget sheet Megan flagged. Our services are solid, more than solid. It’s difficult to translate emotional intelligence into ROI in a world obsessed with data and analytics. We’ve proven results. Behavioral shifts. Retention wins. But until someone influential says it’s worth it, most execs treat EQ like a side salad.

That’s why landing iSight matters. Because if we can make Lucid’s AI more human, we’re not just relevant. We’re essential.

But Dillon got the applause. I got a polite smile. And polite doesn’t pay invoices.

I sit back, eyes burning not with tears but frustration. Shame. That awful, aching feeling of almost.

I rub at my temple.

Reframe it, Clio. Learn. Move. Next play.

But today? It still hurts.

I’m mid-scroll, eyes blurring as they can over a proposal, when Megan pops her head into my office like she owns the place.

Her eyes gleam. “You know, you don’t have to be perfect to be powerful.”

A half-laugh escapes before I rein it in. “Trust me, I once built a whole brand on pretense. Want to know how that ended?”

She snorts. “Want a Floriography reference?”

I roll my eyes.

“Maybe just a reminder that some things grow better once they’re pruned.”

I laugh out loud. “Huh! You and your flower language, always finding a way to sound poetic, even when I mess up.”

“It’s okay, darling. Flowers get to bloom again every year. They get do-overs without judgment.”

I pause. She’s right. I need a do-over.

“You only spiral when it counts, you know that?” She says it casually, but there’s something in her eyes. Like she understands the stakes even when I pretend I don’t. “It’s not a flaw,” she adds. “It’s just … you want things to mean something. That’s not a bad thing. Just be kind to yourself.”

I stare at the proposal on my computer screen. I’ve skated through pressure before. Judges, sponsors, lights. This is no different. Less glitter, more suits. Same expectations. Same tightrope between control and collapse.

I catch my reflection in the office window. My lipstick’s flawless, but my eyes? Tired. I dab the corner of one eye before the mascara smudges, then blot the skin dry.

I feel a sharp sting behind my sockets. It creeps down my temples like a vice grip. The hum of the air conditioner has become too loud, the overhead lights too bright. Even the weight of my own thoughts exhausts me.

Some people burn out staring at spreadsheets. I burn out from analyzing people. So many patterns, so many masks. Like solving a thousand-piece puzzle made of tiny facial tells. My brain never cools. It loops, it analyzes, it rewinds. I wish it would just stop, even though it won’t.

Tia says I’d rather face ten thousand raging suns than ask for help. Mom says it’s a shame I sacrifice the creative parts of me on the altar of success. Whatever that means.

I exhale and close the file. If I want different results, I need a different strategy. No more reacting. Time to take the lead.
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