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Cover design by Amber Everly

For the strength that comes not from command, but from deep, willing surrender, and for the unconditional tether that holds us safe and whole.
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"Vulnerability sounds like truth and feels like courage. Truth and courage are not always comfortable, but they are never weakness."

— Brené Brown
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The Perimeter
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The glass wall of my corner office didn’t just offer a view of the city; it offered a perfect, silent perimeter. Twenty floors up, I was disconnected from the street noise, the chaos, the frantic, unpredictable movement of the world below. Everything up here was about control. The temperature was set to precisely twenty-one degrees celsius, the lighting was diffused and measured, and the only sound was the low, steady hum of the ventilation system—the corporate equivalent of white noise. I liked the hum. It was a promise that all the mechanisms holding my company, Artemis Corp, together were still functioning.

I leaned back in my leather chair, the smooth, cold surface of my desk perfectly cleared except for the laptop displaying an internal finance report. It was the only tangible thing in the room that wasn't perfectly balanced. The numbers in column G, labeled "Miscellaneous Operational Expenditure," were not just high; they were offensively erratic. They were the one variable I could not force into alignment.

The overwhelming stress I was managing felt less like pressure and more like a physical constraint, a set of invisible ropes tightening around my chest. I was Sofia Morena, CEO, and my life was a relentless exercise in command. Every decision, every risk assessment, every financial projection filtered through me. I was the architect, the foundation, and the structural engineer of this entire empire.

The original problem—a suspicion of petty, internal embezzlement—was manageable. A contained fire. I had brought in Tom Henderson, a man whose reputation for methodical, brutal efficiency in auditing preceded him, precisely to isolate that small issue and extinguish it quietly. But over the last week, his initial communications had introduced something far worse than fire: flood. The problem wasn't contained. It was spreading beneath the foundation, compromising the integrity of the whole structure.

I closed my eyes, pressing the heels of my hands against the exhaustion settling behind my temples. My head was pounding a steady, rhythmic protest. It had been days since I’d had a moment where I wasn’t thinking three steps ahead of a catastrophe. Even my dreams were organized, filing cabinet drawers full of quarterly reports and contingency plans.

I glanced at the photograph on the credenza: a candid shot of Isa, taken years ago, laughing and carefree. We hadn't talked recently; our lives had diverged into different orbits of responsibility. Isa had found her peace, the quiet certainty that comes when you stop chasing the shadows. I, on the other hand, was now chasing the shadows in my own organization.

I missed the ease of the past, the moments when I didn't have to be the decision-maker. I missed the release of not being responsible. The idea was absurd. Responsibility was my identity. It was my worth. Yet, in this moment of acute anxiety, I desperately craved an asterisk next to my name, a note that said: Temporarily Out of Service.

I picked up my phone, my fingers hovering over the contact list. Tom’s name sat there, waiting. I hated making this call. I hated admitting the problem was bigger than I could handle alone. But the absolute truth was, if I didn't relinquish control of the information gathering to Tom completely, the stress would paralyze me. I was the ultimate commander, but right now, I felt less like a general and more like a single sentry, trapped inside the perimeter I was meant to protect. I took a deep, stabilizing breath, preparing to face the storm I knew was coming. The hum of the ventilation system felt louder now, mocking the sudden, frantic beat of my own heart.
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Tom - The Inconsistencies
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My office, if you could call the highly classified server room I’d requisitioned that, had a perimeter too, but mine was made of fiber-optic cables, firewalls, and reinforced steel. It was sterile, cold, and contained everything I needed to wage war on bad data. I preferred it that way. In the abstract, numerical world, there was always a clean resolution, a definitive answer. The organic world of human emotion—that was where things got messy, and messy was inefficient.

I sat before three screens, my fingers flying over the ergonomic keyboard. Sofia had hired me to find a snake in the grass—a minor manager skimming off the top. I was already halfway through turning over the entire garden, and what I’d found was less a snake and more a Hydra.

The initial embezzlement trail was a brilliant piece of misdirection, a financial shell game that pointed directly toward a mid-level procurement VP. But the VP was a ghost, a perfectly built diversion. The real money movements, the really substantial ones, weren't being skimmed; they were being transferred and reinvested with surgical precision.

I opened a series of nested spreadsheets. "Miscellaneous Operational Expenditure" was the innocent label Sofia had mentioned, but the underlying transactions revealed high-frequency, fractional investments in offshore shell corporations. This was not the work of a petty thief looking for a new boat. This was the work of a professional shadow agency, likely run by a former intelligence or cyber-security operative. The complexity was breathtaking. The thief wasn't taking the money; they were taking the equity and, more importantly, the data flow.

I ran a reverse-query on one of the receiving entities, 'Aethelred Holdings.' The result was a network of five subsidiary LLCs, each registered in a different tax haven, each layer further obscuring the ownership. Aethelred Holdings was a dead end—until I cross-referenced the unique digital signature (a specific, archaic encryption key used in the transactional metadata) with a specialized database I maintain, built from years of tracking global financial crime syndicates.

The adrenaline hit my bloodstream, sharp and cold. The archaic encryption key matched only one other known signature in my system: one associated with Julian, the man connected to Sofia's old friend, Isa.

I leaned back, steepled my fingers, and stared at the screens. Julian's name wasn't a smoking gun, but it was an undeniable secret link. His operations were known to be sprawling, complex, and tied to high-stakes, off-the-books transactions in the mergers and acquisitions sphere, making his influence difficult to quantify. This was corporate intrigue on a grand scale, not mere embezzlement. Someone was not only siphoning funds and data from Artemis Corp, but they were funneling it through a sophisticated financial sieve that led directly to a known entity in the shadow commerce world.

My instructions from Sofia had been clear: find the embezzler. But a good auditor doesn't stop when they find the smoke; they follow it until they find the fire. And this fire, the one that linked Sofia's pristine, public company to the complex, shadowed network Julian operated in, was massive. It meant the internal breach wasn't about greed; it was about leverage. Someone had engineered this entire audit to uncover Julian, or perhaps to use Julian’s network against Sofia. The situation had gone from a problem for the Human Resources department to a problem for the FBI, or worse, for the deep-cover operators I used to work with. I ran the full report and organized the findings, keeping the Julian link quarantined in a separate encrypted folder. Sofia needed the facts first. She needed to know the simple solution was dead.
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The Briefing
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I was halfway through a rare moment of peace—an organic salad untouched on my desk—when Tom’s message appeared. It wasn't an email; it was a secure instant message pop-up, its plain, monospace text a jarring contrast to the glossy reports on my screen. Need to brief in person. Your conference room B. 15 minutes. Data is complex. Bring strong coffee.

I pushed the salad aside. The message itself was an alarm bell. Tom didn't waste time on corporate formalities, and he certainly didn't waste time on strong coffee unless the contents of the report would require resuscitation.

When he arrived, he didn't use the standard entrance. He came through the private elevator adjacent to my office, a privilege reserved for my inner circle. He was all business—crisp blue shirt, the collar perfectly starched, his face impassive. He carried no briefcase, just a small, silver thumb drive—the modern container for a corporate bomb.

“Sofia,” he greeted, his voice low and direct. “The scope has changed. Significantly.”

We moved into Conference Room B, a small, glass-walled space designed for intimacy and absolute soundproofing. The quiet felt oppressive. I motioned to the chairs, but we both remained standing. Standing kept us focused.

“The embezzler?” I asked, trying to keep the impatience out of my voice.

“The embezzlement is a distraction,” Tom stated, plugging the drive into the secure terminal. “A masterful one. The low-level VP you suspected was simply the exit door for the small change. The main money flow is moving through a series of offshore entities, but not for consumption. It’s for re-routing and validation.”

My jaw tightened. “Re-routing and validation. Elaborate.”

Tom brought up a complex, multi-layered diagram on the screen. It was a digital map of my financial system, with new, violent red lines cutting through the clean, blue flow of legitimate transactions. “This isn't an act of greed, Sofia. This is an act of war. It’s corporate espionage. They’re not stealing millions; they’re building a lever to control billions. They are using your operational funds to pay for the continuous extraction of high-value internal data.”

The air thickened. I walked closer to the glass board, tracing one of the aggressive red lines with my finger. “You mean they’re not trying to bankrupt me. They’re trying to weaponize me.”

“Precisely. And that’s where the simple solution dies,” Tom confirmed, his eyes fixed on the diagram. “The primary receiving network, a highly sophisticated shell corporation called Aethelred Holdings, is structured to completely obscure the ultimate owner. Except... one of the encryption keys used in the metadata is distinctive. I cross-referenced it with external intelligence sources I have access to.”

He paused, letting the weight of the moment sink in. His gaze finally lifted to meet mine, and there was a flicker of something—caution, perhaps, or even pity—in his usually neutral eyes.

“That encryption key is unequivocally linked to operations connected to Julian’s network.”

The bottom dropped out of my stomach. Julian Hart. The connection to Isa, and the implication of his vast, often shadowed network of high-value, high-risk commerce. This wasn't a rogue accountant; this was the shadow economy breaching my clean, corporate perimeter. I had asked Tom to find a hole in my defenses, and he hadn't just found a hole; he had shown me a secret, hidden tunnel leading straight into the heart of the shadow world. My relief that the problem wasn't a simple internal flaw instantly evaporated, replaced by the sickening realization that the situation wasn't just complex—it was worse. It was personal, and it was tied to the very people I cared about.

The immense pressure I felt returned, multiplied. I hated that the simple solution was off the table. I was frustrated, exhausted, and desperately aware that the level of control required to fix this was beyond my current capacity. I needed a moment where someone else was in charge, even if it was just for five minutes. That single, reckless thought from the day before—the idea of surrender—came roaring back, an illicit, tempting promise of peace.
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No Off-Switch

[image: ]




The hum of the ventilation system had followed me home. It wasn’t a low, reassuring drone anymore; it was a high, persistent whine inside my skull, a sound manufactured by twenty consecutive hours of cortisol and fear. I stood in my living room, twenty-three floors up, looking out over a city that felt utterly indifferent to my private catastrophe. My apartment was a masterpiece of control: minimalist furniture, muted colors, the air faintly scented with cedar and lime. Yet, in this sterile environment, the chaos in my mind had nowhere to go but in tight, destructive circles.

Julian’s network. The name was a siren, calling attention to the terrifying reality that this wasn't just a corporate problem; it was a connection to the high-stakes, ruthless world Isa had chosen. If Julian was involved, even tangentially, the stakes were astronomical, and the game was no longer being played by TSX rules. I felt a cold dread, thinking about the quiet strength Isa had found—a strength that came from accepting a life interwoven with risk. I had always prided myself on engineering risk out of my life. Now, it had tunneled straight into my core systems.

I poured myself three fingers of a twelve-year-old scotch, the smoky amber liquid promising warmth but delivering only a brief, chemical distraction. I took a sip. The heat evaporated the moment it hit my throat. I was so wound up that even alcohol couldn't touch the edges of my anxiety.

My internal monologue was a series of relentless corporate disaster scenarios. If Julian is using the data for leverage, who is the ultimate target? Is Artemis Corp the target, or are we the staging ground? What firewall did they bypass? Who is the internal weak point? There was no off-switch. My CEO brain—the machine that ran complex algorithms, calculated risk-reward ratios, and mandated absolute precision—was stuck in an endless, urgent loop.

I sank onto the low, linen sofa. The fabric was rough against my silk robe, and I let my fingers trace the coarse weave, grasping for a single, tangible sensation to anchor myself. The effort was futile. All I could feel was the phantom tightening around my ribs, the invisible ropes of control that were currently choking me.

I tried a relaxation exercise: name five things you can see, four you can touch, three you can hear. See: The glass railing on the balcony. The sharp edge of the coffee table. The dark reflection of the city in the unlit TV screen. Touch: The stiff silk of my robe. The chilled glass of the bourbon. My own pulse, frantic and thin, thudding beneath my thumb. Hear: The blood rushing in my ears. The distant, attenuated wail of a siren far below. And the high, insistent, electric hum of nothing being right.

I needed to be silent. I needed to be told what to do. I needed to transfer the weight of decision, even for an hour, to someone else. The need was primal and shaming. I was the one who signed the checks, set the strategy, and bore the responsibility. To admit I couldn't hold it all was to admit fundamental failure. But the alternative—this endless, grinding, mental torture—was becoming unlivable. I stared into the dark city, convinced that somewhere down there, in the chaos I had meticulously avoided, lay the only kind of peace that could truly silence the CEO's relentless demands.
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Flashback: Isa’s Lesson
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The need for escape was a burning coal in my gut, hot and insistent, and it immediately conjured the memory of Isa. It wasn't a corporate conversation; it was a moment stolen six months ago, during a rare afternoon when our schedules had aligned. We were at a wine bar, one of those places with too much velvet and too little light.

I remember watching her. Isa had this quiet, steady luminescence now, a calm that was completely foreign to the high-strung, always-running woman I used to know. It was a serenity rooted in deep acceptance. I’d noticed the way her shoulders had relaxed, the subtle, assured confidence in her posture.

“You’re happier,” I’d stated, swirling the Bordeaux in my glass. The heavy, dark red wine caught the low light, mirroring the shadows I couldn’t escape.

She’d just smiled, a small, genuine curve of her lips. “I’m grounded, Sofia. I found my anchor.”

We’d talked about the complexities of her life, the necessary ruthlessness required in her relationship, and how the stability was born from the intensity. I’d been fascinated, approaching it as a purely intellectual problem.

“But the need for complete surrender,” I’d pressed, tapping my fingers on the cool marble tabletop, demanding a concise analysis. “How can someone who built her entire life on autonomy willingly, fully, give that up? Isn't that a form of professional weakness?”

Isa had put her glass down, her eyes completely clear, focusing on me with the gentle intensity that made her such a force. “It’s the greatest act of strength, Sofia. You fight so hard to control the world because you’re terrified of what happens when you let go. Control is what you cling to; surrender is what you desperately need.”

The scent of the heavy wine, the distant murmur of conversation, the specific warmth of the room—it all came rushing back, a sensory memory as vivid as if she were still sitting across from me.

“It’s not about being taken,” she’d continued, lowering her voice, leaning slightly forward. “It’s about choosing. You define the perimeter, you choose the person, and you hand them the leash. It’s a transaction of trust, not weakness. When someone else holds the responsibility for the moment, your brain can finally, truly, stop fighting. You get to be silent. You get to be held.”

She had then described the sensation—the unexpected, profound release of having a decision made for you, of focusing entirely on the physical moment instead of the ten thousand demands waiting on her calendar. She spoke of ropes and quiet commands, not with shame or illicit excitement, but with the reverence of someone describing a spiritual discipline.

“It’s where you put down the burden, Sofia. You’ve been carrying the weight of Artemis Corp for ten years. You need to put it down. You need to stop making decisions and simply feel.”

I remember scoffing, a reflexive defense mechanism. “I don’t ‘feel,’ Isa. I analyze.”

But her words had lodged themselves, buried deep beneath the spreadsheets and contingency plans. You define the perimeter, you choose the person, and you hand them the leash. I had dismissed it then, but now, trapped in this gilded cage of anxiety, the words were a lifeline. I didn't need a vacation; I needed the absolute, total, temporary obliteration of responsibility. I needed the kind of silence that only comes when the one thing I was terrified to lose—control—was safely and willingly given away.
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The Deep Dive
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The memory of Isa’s words acted like a chemical reaction, mixing with the bourbon and the lingering frustration from Tom’s report. I knew what I needed to do, but I couldn't articulate it, not even in the privacy of my own mind. I certainly couldn't call Isa and admit that the CEO of Artemis Corp was looking for a highly structured, consensual escape from reality. I would analyze the solution first.

I went to my private study, the room dedicated to information acquisition. I powered up a secondary, untraceable laptop—a tool for dealing with information that couldn't touch the corporate network. I was still operating as the analyst, the investigator, applying cold logic to a burning personal need. I was not seeking pleasure; I was seeking a stress-relief protocol.

I started with highly specific, clinical search terms: consent-based dominance, structured surrender, exclusive lifestyle clubs. My fingers were steady on the keyboard, performing the search with the same measured precision I'd use to research a market acquisition. The irony was suffocating: I was applying my professional methodology to find the place where I could professionally stop being myself.

The initial results were a wash of brightly colored, amateur sites that reeked of cheap thrill and poor security. I quickly filtered them out. I needed exclusive, discreet, and utterly professional—a space that valued control and discretion as highly as I did. I was looking for a vault, not a storefront.

I dug deeper, using geo-location hints and cross-referencing names that appeared on specialized security blogs. I bypassed the flash and found the whispers—the highly protected, unindexed corners of the web where true exclusivity resided. That's when I found the first credible listing. It was minimalist, just a logo and a single, secure entrance page that required a two-factor authentication just to view the membership application. The name was displayed in an elegant, almost clinical font: The Paradox.

The name hit me with the force of a physical blow. Paradox. A statement that seems self-contradictory but expresses a possible truth. It was the perfect description of my current state: the powerful commander who desperately craved to be powerless. The woman who needed control to survive, seeking refuge in the very act of relinquishing it. The concept was elegant, a perfect mirror to the conflict raging within me.

I spent the next hour meticulously investigating The Paradox’s owner, management structure, and stated code of conduct, all through oblique, untraceable methods. The security was impeccable. The membership requirements were ridiculously stringent. It promised absolute discretion and a hyper-controlled environment. It was, paradoxically, the safest place I could think of to be unsafe.

The sheer reckless abandon of the idea thrilled and terrified me. It was an unauthorized variable, an unquantifiable risk, yet it felt like the only way to save the core operating system—me—from a fatal overload. I applied for a one-night trial membership. I used a burner email and provided minimal, anonymous details, knowing that my actual identity, Sofia Morena, CEO, was miles away, protected by the glass perimeter of my office and the rigid control of my public life. I was still in command, I told myself, because I was the one directing the search.
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The Active Threat
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The next morning, the corporate hum hadn’t diminished. I was back in the office, nursing the strong, black coffee Tom had correctly predicted I’d need. I was managing the morning deluge of executive decisions, my mind sharp but brittle, the quiet anticipation of The Paradox a secret, humming tension beneath my tailored suit.

I was dictating an internal memo regarding the need for stricter data loss prevention protocols when Tom’s secure chat window flashed an urgent red alert.

Tom: Link is still running. Continuous data siphon. Non-stop.

I stopped mid-sentence. My assistant, Maria, paused, waiting patiently for the next word. “Maria, hold all calls. Ten minutes.”

I pulled up the secure message, the words blazing in my peripheral vision. Tom wasn't speaking in abstracts anymore. The link that connected my company to Julian’s network—the lever of control they were trying to build—was not passive. It wasn't a historical event. It was an active, real-time hemorrhage of my high-value intellectual property.

Me: Describe activity.

Tom: High-frequency fractional data packets. Too small to trigger the main IDS, but aggregating into large files at the external node. It’s a dedicated, continuous feed. We can’t stop it without crashing the entire system, and we can’t trace it without giving away the fact that we know.

Me: The objective?

Tom: They are compiling a pre-acquisition dossier. Or a weapon for a regulatory takedown. The goal is absolute leverage. We are exposed, Sofia.

The word exposed struck me with physical force. I could feel the invisible currents of data flowing out of my perimeter, carrying my secrets, my strategies, and my vulnerabilities to a shadowy external entity. Every confident decision I made, every confidential email I sent, was being monitored, compiled, and analyzed by the very people trying to dismantle my life.

The stress I’d felt before was overwhelming, but this was existential. I was in a state of open, unknowing warfare, and I couldn't fire back. I was entirely responsible for an empire that was leaking away by the second, and my CEO brain was screeching, FIGHT! ANALYZE! CONTAIN!

But the sheer impossibility of the task—the fact that any logical, corporate response would only hasten the exposure—short-circuited the command. I had no control over this external breach. I had no control over Julian's true motives. I was trapped, a leader whose only move was to stand still and bleed data.

In that paralyzed moment, the illicit, tempting promise of The Paradox—the place where control was willingly and safely shed—stopped being a reckless thought and became a survival imperative. I wasn't going there for pleasure; I was going there to find five minutes of mental silence, five minutes of safe obliteration, so I could return to this war with a clear head.

I opened the burner email on the hidden laptop. The single, cryptic reply was waiting: The Paradox. Your trial pass is confirmed for 9 PM tonight. Dress code: Discretion.

The hum in my head finally quieted, replaced by the terrifying, cold certainty of my decision. I had defined the perimeter, and now, I was going to willingly step outside it.
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The Reckless Pass
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The confirmation email—The Paradox. Your trial pass is confirmed for 9 PM tonight. Dress code: Discretion.—was not an invitation. It was a purchase order for temporary insanity, a reckless pass stamped by my own desperation. I stared at the screen of my untraceable laptop, its metallic surface cool beneath my fingertips, contrasting sharply with the feverish heat building in my chest. The certainty of the message was unsettling, so devoid of flavor it felt professional. It was as if I’d just secured a one-hour lease on a highly confidential offshore storage unit.

The rational part of my brain, the one that built billion-dollar empires, immediately activated its due diligence subroutine. I reread the entire application agreement. Everything was compartmentalized, layered in contractual language that prioritized silence and consent above all else. Absolute confidentiality. Explicit, affirmative, and continuous consent required for all interactions. Safe word protocol non-negotiable. It was a contract as rigorous as any M&A agreement I’d ever signed, only this agreement was for the voluntary suspension of my command function.

I felt a sudden, sharp clarity. The active threat from Julian’s network was the immediate, crippling stressor, but the real rot was internal—the decade of relentless control that had left me emotionally calcified. I was in danger of making a catastrophic mistake at Artemis Corp because my mind had ceased to function creatively under pressure. I needed a hard reset. This reckless decision wasn't about seeking hedonism; it was about seeking emptiness.

I pulled up the corporate dashboard on my main monitor again. Tom’s latest message blinked, detailing the volume of data extracted in the last ten minutes—$3 million worth of proprietary algorithms, gone. My stomach twisted into a cold knot. Every instinct screamed, Act! Fight! Control the narrative! But Tom was right: any premature action would alert the adversary and result in a total systems crash. My hands were tied by logic, which only amplified the chaotic noise in my head.

The Paradox, therefore, was not a flight from the problem, but an attempt to clear the instrument I needed to solve it. I was sacrificing a night of control to buy weeks of mental stability. It was a calculated, albeit terrifying, risk-reward assessment.

I started the logistics. I had to create a perfect corporate alibi. I sent out three detailed, scheduled emails—one to my COO, one to my CFO, and one to Maria—outlining a series of decisions to be executed sequentially over the next eight hours. I set up a call-forwarding protocol to divert all but the most critical emergency alerts to a silent voicemail, ensuring no intrusion could pierce the bubble I was constructing. The precision of the lie made it feel real. The lie was that I was working. The truth was that I was finally giving in to the fatigue of the war.

I moved away from the glow of the screens, the city lights reflecting dully in the polished wood floor. The dress code was "Discretion," which meant anonymity. No designer labels, no corporate armor. Just a neutral shell. As I looked at my reflection in the dark glass—the CEO, the commander—I felt a strange sense of loss for the woman I was about to abandon, even if only for a few hours. The pass was reckless, yes, but it was also the only strategic move left to me. I was going to find out what it felt like to be silent, to feel the weight of another's command, to finally allow the relentless hum in my brain to find its off-switch. I looked at the clock: four hours until 9 PM. Four hours until the perimeter dissolved.
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Under the Armor
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The process of getting ready was not preparation for a night out; it was the meticulous decommissioning of an identity. I stood in my walk-in closet, a cathedral of tailored suits and designer sheaths, each garment a layer of professional armor meticulously chosen to project authority and repel vulnerability. The scent of fine wool and leather usually calmed me, the visual order of the hanging garments a testament to my organizational prowess. Tonight, it felt like a museum dedicated to a life I needed to escape.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
AMBER EVERLY

T

f

Unseen Series
Book 5






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





