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        For the girl who bled in silence.

        For the woman who made it loud.

        And for you:

        If this feels familiar, get out.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ❝A man who carries a cat by the tail learns something he can learn no other way.❞  ― Mark Twain
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      If you’re reading this, I already know what happens to you. I know how it starts. I know how it ends. And I know you won’t listen.

      But first, let me say, I was intrigued from the jump. You had this way of saying the most absurd things—things that made no sense without context, but perfect sense if you were paying close enough attention, which I was.

      The first sentence I ever heard you say: I’m allergic to latex and authority.

      The second: Yeah, lots of passion, but lots of pain.

      And you hadn’t even been employed on our floor for more than two hours at that point. At least, I don’t think. That was the thing. You said things that made me want to remember—particularly at a time when I’d long stopped. I suppose that’s why I’m writing this. You could say I owe you the favor.

      “You’re going to like this one,” he’d said about you, and as usual, he was right. He always is. He’s the charming manipulator, the careful strategist, the man who smiles warmly as he calculates exactly how to break you. He proves the horrifying truth: power is quiet, cruelty is sophisticated, and villainy often wears a suit, shakes your hand, and offers exactly what you think you want.

      However, I might be getting ahead of myself.

      The hallway outside my door is too quiet—too still. It stretches on, as if waiting for something to happen, but nothing moves. Footsteps? I hear them—maybe. Or maybe I don’t. They could be real. Or part of the game. Part of the experiment.

      But you won’t know that. You won’t understand the rules. You’ll think you’re still in control.

      That’s the first thing they take: control.

      They’ll give you a choice soon.

      You’ll get the note. The one that feels like a game. “Do you have what it takes to be in my world? Check yes or no.”

      It’ll seem like a test. A challenge. It’ll seem intriguing.

      But it’s not. It’s a trap. And once you answer in the affirmative, which you will, there’s no turning back. Sorry, no refunds.

      They’ll twist you. Break you. Make you believe you’re doing it to get ahead, to survive in this new cut-throat, dog-eat-dog world you’ve found yourself in.

      But it’s all a lie.

      You won’t survive. Not really. You’ll lose everything. Your name. Your face. Everything that made you, you. And you’ll wonder if it was worth it.

      By then, it won’t matter.

      The door opens. The cold hits first—sharp, sudden, like a blade slashing through the air. Then, the sound. His breath. Steady. Measured. Controlled. Familiar in the worst way.

      My heart jackhammers in my chest. I tell myself it’s not fear, that it’s just anticipation. Just the knowing of what comes next. But that’s a lie. Of course I’m scared. Fear is not sneaky in its approach. It wraps around my skull, coils down my spine, digging its claws in deep.

      One of them steps inside. His smile is empty, fake, a mask he’s worn too long. I hate that he pretends.

      “Time for your session,” he says. But he’s not talking to me. Not really.

      He’s talking to the version of me they’ve chipped away at, the one they’ve been carving into something smaller, something more convenient.

      I get up. But it’s harder now. My legs don’t feel like mine anymore. The floor beneath my feet is too smooth, too slippery. I fight to stay upright, but I feel myself slipping. I don’t want to go with them. But I have no choice.

      If I don’t... they’ll make me forget again.

      The door slams behind me. The hallway is longer than I remember. It wasn’t always this long. Or maybe I wasn’t always this tired.

      It stretches ahead, too narrow, too still, a twisted maze I’ve forgotten how to navigate. The air is stale. Like it’s been sitting too long.

      I don’t know if I’m supposed to make it through this.

      Or if I even can.

      And then I hear it.

      A voice. A whisper, sharp and cold as broken glass.

      “It’s time to meet your replacement.”

      The words land like a dropped blade. I freeze.

      For a split second, I think I’ve misheard. I think it’s just another one of their sick games. I think they can’t possibly mean it.

      But then the door at the end of the hallway swings open.

      And I see you.

      You’re standing at the threshold, fingers curled around the metal doorframe like you’re trying to keep from being dragged in. You look small in this place—though God knows most people do. There’s confusion in your eyes. But still, there’s that spark. The part of you that thinks you might still have a say in what happens next.

      You don’t. You never did.

      I wish I could tell you to run. But there’s nowhere to run to. The note—the test, the game—you’ve already answered. And now this place is inside you. It burrows in, carves out the parts of you that matter, leaves only what they want. Like a parasite.

      You move past without seeing me, escorted by two attendants. The hallway seems to tighten around you, long and sterile, meant to funnel you exactly where they want you to go. Your footsteps echo, too loud. The lights pulse, steady and sharp, like a frequency just high enough to make my teeth ache.

      They lead you into a room. White sheets, a gurney, a tray of instruments—syringes, clamps, something that glints under the fluorescent glare like a promise. You hesitate in the doorway. No windows. Just glass panels showing another room, where machines monitor things you won’t understand until it’s too late.

      They call it “pre-op testing.”

      One of the attendants gestures for you to sit. You do. Because what choice do you have? Maybe you still think this is an evaluation. That if you say the right thing, you’ll walk out of here unscathed.

      You won’t.

      A stethoscope presses to your chest. A blood-pressure cuff tightens around your arm. A tiny needle pricks your finger. Routine things. Harmless things. Until they’re not.

      The door opens again.

      He enters.

      I see the way your shoulders tense, the flicker of recognition in your eyes. You know him. Not just as a name whispered in the halls—but deeper than that. More intimately. He offers you a smile that never quite reaches his eyes.

      “Welcome,” he says. “We’ve been expecting you.”

      Your pulse jumps. I know, because mine did too.

      He steps closer, sleeves rolled up like a surgeon preparing to operate. You don’t look at him directly, not at first. Your gaze shifts, scanning the room, catching on the mirrored glass. You can’t see me, beyond the glass. But you know I’m here.

      “Try to relax,” he says. “You’ll feel a little pressure at first. Then nothing at all.”

      I wonder if he whispered the same thing when he pulled you into his bed—calm, detached, like he was guiding you through a procedure. Maybe that’s why I think it now. Because for him, control is the only thing that matters. The setting is irrelevant. The method, interchangeable. Silk sheets, a gurney. A promise, a scalpel. It always ends the same way. And when it’s over, you’ll convince yourself it was your choice. Just like the rest of us.

      The tablet appears in your hands. A waiver. A contract. Something you won’t understand. Not until it’s too late. The sedation tube follows, sleek and gleaming. You hesitate. A fraction of a second too long.

      A hiss. A click.

      The needle slides into your vein. Your breath catches. Your pupils blow wide. Your fingers twitch as the drug takes hold, pulling you under.

      I watch, helpless, as they begin the procedure. As he leans in, the cold metal slides against your skin. I want to look away, but I don’t.

      Because I need to remember.

      For you.

      For me.

      For the next one.

      Your lips part. The drug has stolen your voice—but not completely. You don’t suffer fools, so it is strange when you ask for your mother.

      You lock eyes with me one last time, and in that final flicker of awareness, I see it⁠—

      The moment you realize.

      The moment you understand.

      But then your hand moves, and something shifts.

      Not just in me. Not just in you.

      The room. The air. The rules.

      I know it the second I hear the monitor spike. The second the attendants step back.

      The second I realize—whatever I thought this was, I was wrong.

      We all were.
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        Five weeks earlier

      

      

      

      I stare at the script in front of me, mouthing the words silently before my next call.

      “Hello, I’m calling about a life-changing opportunity to protect your loved ones…”

      Christ. The only thing changing lives around here is the soul-crushing fluorescent lighting slowly giving us all vitamin D deficiencies.

      The phone rings exactly four times before someone picks up. I launch into my pitch, trying to sound enthusiastic about term life insurance, while clicking through Zillow listings that might as well be fantasy real estate porn for someone with my bank balance.

      “Yes, ma’am, for just pennies a day⁠—”

      Click. Dial tone.

      Fantastic. That’s twelve hang-ups in half an hour. A new personal record.

      I click on an apartment listing that’s only slightly out of my price range—meaning I’d have to skip meals three days a week instead of two. The photos show gleaming hardwood floors and windows that actually open. Luxury living compared to the backseat of my Honda Civic, where I’ve been sleeping for the past week, perfecting the art of contorting my body around the gearshift.

      “Dianne!”

      Marjorie’s voice slices through the call center like a scalpel. She materializes behind me with the supernatural stealth of someone who spent her formative years studying the hunting techniques of large predatory cats.

      “I noticed you were off-script on that last call,” she says.

      “I was just trying to sound more natural,” I say, hastily trying to close the apartment tab.

      “Natural doesn’t sell policies.” She leans in close enough that I can smell her cinnamon gum. “Remember, every uninsured person who dies is a missed commission opportunity.”

      Jesus.

      I nod, wondering if there’s a market for supervisor life insurance. I could make a killing. Literally.

      Marjorie’s gaze flicks to my screen, her mouth curling into something between a smirk and a sneer.

      “And what’s this?” She jabs a manicured finger at my browser tab. “Personal browsing during call hours?”

      “Just looking for housing on my break,” I lie. My break was three hours ago and lasted exactly seven minutes.

      “Well, your break ended”—she makes a theatrical show of checking her watch—”two hours and fifty-three minutes ago. Back to the phones. Death waits for no one, and neither does our quarterly quota.”

      She struts away, leaving behind a cloud of overpowering cinnamon and corporate oppression.

      I pull up my call list and see fifteen more names to get through before I can leave. Fifteen more chances to convince strangers that mortality is just around the corner.

      I rub my temple and glance at the name tag clipped to my cheap polyester blouse. Diane.

      Not Lena. Diane.

      Because according to SecureLife Insurance, we’re more likely to sell trust if we’re assigned a name that “aligns with the demographic we’re targeting.”

      They paid for a psychological study to tell them that, apparently. Something about people feeling more comfortable buying from someone whose name sounds like they could have gone to high school together.

      An almost retiree from Ohio? Meet Diane. A twenty-something dude fresh out of college? Jason. A retiree? Evelyn.

      It’s like when you take a foreign language class, and the teacher gives you a “culturally appropriate” name to match. Only instead of practicing verb tenses, we’re emotionally manipulating people into confronting their mortality.

      It’s supposed to be subtle. But it’s hard to sell sincerity when I keep forgetting who the hell I am.
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      The call queue refreshes. Another number. Another Diane moment.

      I steal a glance at my laptop, where a Zillow tab sits open. I’ve been obsessively refreshing the same three listings all morning, despite knowing I can’t afford any of them.

      I dial the next number, scrolling back to the apartment listing with my free hand.

      Maybe if I sell enough death today, I can afford to start living again.

      I stare at the gray partition wall as the phone rings endlessly in my ear. Three rings.

      Four.

      Five.

      Please don’t pick up, I silently beg. I’m in no mood to convince another stranger that mortality is just around the corner.

      “Hello?” A gravelly male voice answers, and my rehearsed script activates like muscle memory.

      “Good afternoon, sir! This is Diane from SecureLife Insurance. How are you doing today?” My voice rises to that unnatural customer service octave that makes me want to punch myself in the throat.

      “I’m on the do-not-call list,” he growls before hanging up.

      Thank God. I glance at my watch—three minutes until my next mandatory call. Just enough time to continue my desperate apartment hunt. I click back to the browser tab. Two-bedroom with “charming pre-war details” (translation: asbestos and lead pipes) for only $2,100 a month. A bargain in this city, and still $700 beyond what I can afford.

      My mouse hovers over the “Contact Landlord” button when I feel hot breath on my neck.

      “Diiiaaane,” Marjorie’s voice slithers into my ear. “I couldn’t help but notice your call lasted only seven seconds.”

      I swivel in my chair to face her and instantly regret it. Her lime green pantsuit seems specifically designed to trigger migraines.

      “He was on the do-not-call list,” I explain.

      Marjorie’s smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “Did you try the rebuttal script on page forty-three? “The do-not-call list doesn’t apply to existing business relationships’?”

      “We don’t have an existing business relationship.”

      “But he doesn’t know that!” Marjorie taps my cubicle wall with her acrylic nails, each one painted a different neon color. “Remember, every rejection is just an opportunity for persistence!”

      I nod, wondering if I could fit all my possessions in my Honda Civic’s trunk. The back seat is already taken up by three suitcases and my⁠—

      Ping.

      My cell phone.

      I glance at the screen, already expecting bad news—a low balance alert, another urgent bill I can’t pay, something to really round out the day.

      But instead, the subject line stops me cold.

      Finalized Divorce Decree – Blackwell v. Blackwell

      A lead weight drops into my stomach.

      I stare at it, unmoving. My screen dims, like even my phone knows this is something I don’t want to look at.

      I could pretend I didn’t see it. Leave it unread. Pretend it didn’t just slam the door on eight years of my life.

      But pretending won’t matter. It’s done.

      I’m officially divorced.

      I exhale slowly, forcing my face into something neutral. I tell myself it’s a relief. That this was the goal. That I wanted it over. That this isn’t a tragedy, it’s just paperwork.

      But Jesus Christ—finding out your marriage has officially dissolved while sitting in a shitty cubicle, at a dead-end job, with someone named Marjorie standing over you?

      That’s a special kind of depressing.

      I shove my phone face-down on my desk. Ignore it. Move on.

      Ping.

      Another email.

      I frown, flipping my phone over again. Another legal doc? A spam alert?

      But no.

      Subject: Interview Opportunity – Shergar Corporation

      I blink.

      Shergar?

      I didn’t apply to Shergar.

      I open it, scanning the body of the email. A recruiter, some generic corporate speak, an invitation to discuss a “unique career opportunity that aligns with your skill set.”

      I almost laugh.

      My skill set?

      No, I have skills. I just don’t use them here.

      Here, my most developed talents include:

      ✔ Saying “I completely understand!” to irate strangers while dead inside.

      ✔ Selling fear to retirees while my own future circles the drain.

      ✔ Avoiding Marjorie at all costs.

      But once, I was someone who did things that mattered.

      Now? I’m just Diane. Hawking mortality for commission.

      My stomach tightens.

      Something about this doesn’t feel random.

      Marjorie clears her throat loudly. “Diane, the phone.”

      But I don’t pick it up.

      I don’t move at all.

      Because my phone just vibrated again.

      A third notification.

      Not an email. A calendar invite.

      I click on it, expecting a glitch, spam, a mistake.

      But it’s not.

      It’s real.

      Meeting Title: Interview – Shergar Corporation

      Time: Tomorrow, 9:00 AM

      Marjorie smacks her gum and throws one hand on her hip, looking at me like I’m one bad decision away from getting fired.

      I say fuck it and hit “Accept.”
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      She’d already made the mistake once. But then, so had he. And ‘round and ‘round we go. This is what they pay me for, so who am I to complain?

      Still, it never fails to amuse me how people think their lives are private. A few clicks here, a little infiltration there, and I can thread myself through the entire tapestry of their secrets without leaving so much as a stray fiber. I’ve been studying her for weeks now—long before her resume even crossed my desk. She’s good at playing the part of someone who’s barely scraping by, which, to be fair, she is. That desperation? It’s his favorite kind of bait.

      Even so, I don’t see the spark he claims to see in her. She’s one rental payment away from a cardboard box, so I suppose that’s reason enough for him to be intrigued. She’ll cling to whatever lifeline he dangles. Personally, I find that predictability dull, but he seems to get off on it. He likes to watch them dance on that tightrope of maybe-I-can-succeed, maybe-I-should-run.

      To me, it seems like a cat pawing at prey that’s already dead. As in, what’s the point?

      And yet, I can’t decide yet if this one poses a threat or an opportunity. Either way, I’m keeping a close watch. Same as usual.

      I will admit, it’s almost a relief that she’s so financially unstable. Makes things easier. If someone’s got a cushion, they can bounce back. But her? She has no safety net—she is one wrong move away from freefall. She’s precisely the type that can be nudged into compliance. Fear’s a powerful motivator, and he is an expert at harnessing it.

      In the grand scheme, compliance is everything here. It’s the bedrock of our entire operation. I’ve seen what happens to the ones who question it—men and women who thought they could outsmart us. Thought they could outsmart me. They disappear like foam on a stormy sea. One minute you see them, the next they’re gone, and no one even remembers their name. Because we’ve made sure of that.

      I still remember the last compliance officer, though. A sweet-talking family man who believed he could whistleblow his way to sainthood. For his trouble, we gave him an expedited trip off this mortal coil. Not my idea of fun—contrary to popular belief, I don’t enjoy cleaning up these messes—but what can you do? What’s done is done.

      I’m well aware that the best way to avoid trouble is to handle it before it lands on his desk.

      This is where she might be different, or might not. Her risk assessment is… murky. She’s uncommonly persistent for someone who pretends to hate her telemarketing gig so much. That suggests grit—maybe a hidden nerve. Not to worry, I’ll pluck that nerve soon enough.

      But I should be fair: we are giving her a chance. We will be extending the job offer, after all. A good salary for someone in her predicament is basically a bribe. She’ll take it. And once she’s in the building, once she feels that spark of power and possibility, she’ll want to stay. If that wanting tips her from loyal to reckless, well, I won’t hesitate to handle it. It’s not personal. It’s just the way things work.

      When I mentioned this was a bad idea, he just shrugged and said, “Make sure there’s nothing in her past that’ll blow up in our faces.”

      I dug deeper than any standard background check. She’s clean in all the usual ways—no criminal record, no suspicious activist leanings, no meddling family ties.

      People like her, they think once they sign that contract, they’re ascending to some new rung of the ladder. Maybe they’ve even convinced themselves they’ll rise high enough to breathe easy. Poor thing. I’ve seen the illusions fall apart more times than I can count. The cost of ambition here is steep. She’ll learn that soon, but hopefully not too soon—he hates a rushed game. He wants her fully immersed before we tighten the vise.

      In the meantime, I’m keeping an eye on her phone records, emails, even the private little notebooks she keeps in the console of her car. She sure takes a lot of risks leaving all that personal information lying about, which I find oddly endearing. Maybe I’ll save a few pages for my personal file. The lists, endless lists, like she’s trying to figure out her next move. She’s half in survival mode already, and we haven’t done much more than dangle a job title and a salary bracket.

      At any rate, we’ll see how she performs. If she’s wise, she’ll learn how to toe the line—bend where we want her to bend, ask the right questions, and more importantly, know when not to ask at all. If she’s not wise… well, there’s a reason I keep a supply of NFIT injection vials on hand. Discreet, effective, almost impossible to trace. No bullets required. No mess. Just a flick of the wrist and the problem goes away quietly, leaving a minimal paper trail.

      He’s not squeamish about that part. Frankly, neither am I. The difference is, I don’t delude myself into thinking it’s fun. For me, it’s just a job—a careful balancing act of loyalty, cunning, and a willingness to do the dirty work so the rest of his shining façade stays sparkling. For him, it’s something else. A rush. A game. I’m not complaining. As long as he gives me what I need, as long as he’s the one signing my checks, I’ll play any part he needs me to play.

      For now, she’s just a name on my watchlist. Potential. Risk. Uncertain. Like an asterisk in a ledger waiting to become either a footnote or a full-blown liability. I suppose we’ll find out which soon enough.

      One thing I do know: if she tries to step out of line, I’ll be there. Pulling the strings, snipping them, or tying them into knots—whatever the situation demands. And if it comes down to delivering bad news, well… I’ve learned to be honest, but careful. Because he has made it clear: any messenger bringing him a problem better also bring a solution.

      I won’t lose sleep over it. Sleep is a luxury I’ve earned. But her? She hasn’t earned a damn thing yet.

      Only time will tell, and I’ll be watching. And if she’s not everything he thinks she is, I’ll do my job. That’s why he pays me.

      And trust me: I’m worth every cent.
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