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Chapter One: The Woman She Almost Wasn't
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I saw the digital advertisement on Facebook on a Tuesday afternoon, sandwiched between a cousin's engagement announcement and an ad for shoes I'd been quietly coveting for three weeks. A week-long women-only leadership retreat, set against the backdrop of Grand Lake, Colorado, featuring none other than Kathleen Grant.

My heart did something embarrassing. I actually pressed my hand to my chest.

Kathleen Grant. The woman who had written The Sovereign Shecovenant during a twelve-day creative sprint while simultaneously closing a seven-figure deal. The woman behind Vanguards of the Sistery, which had spent four months on the bestseller list and made half the women I knew cry in their cars. 

The woman who, in Matriarchs of the Iron Bloom, had written the line I'd kept taped to the inside of my desk drawer for two years now: A woman who has learned to take up space is the most dangerous creature alive.

Sure, some of Kathleen's methods were considered questionable by certain circles—the kind of circles that also considered ambition unladylike and a raised voice on a woman something to be managed. I didn't judge her for any of it. She was a legend, full stop.

I read the advertisement three times before I let myself believe it was real.

The retreat was called the Summit of Sovereign Women, and it ran the second full week of October in a private estate on the western edge of Grand Lake. 

The event was described as an immersive, transformational experience designed to unlock the leadership potential of women who were ready to stop waiting for permission. Seven days. Twelve participants. One guide.

Kathleen Grant.

The registration fee made me wince, but only for a moment. I thought about the eight years I'd spent at Wolfe & Associates, arriving early and staying late, producing work that my colleagues—men with half my ability and twice my confidence—had presented as their own without so much as an apologetic glance in my direction. 

I thought about the partnership track I'd been quietly angling toward for three years, and the way my supervisor, Douglas Farrow, consistently looked just past my shoulder when he spoke to me, as though my ideas might be hanging in the air behind my head.

I registered before I talked myself out of it.

The next step was the part I'd been dreading: requesting the time off.

I had vacation days to spare. I was the kind of person who accumulated them the way other people accumulated regret—slowly, steadily, never quite finding the right moment to spend them. 

Asking for things was not a skill I'd ever fully developed. There was a specific kind of paralysis that lived in my chest whenever I needed something from someone who intimidated me, and my boss, Dominic Wolfe, intimidated me in ways that were not entirely professional and therefore not entirely appropriate to examine too closely.

He was the senior partner I technically reported to on the firm's litigation support side, though in practice I operated at a middle distance from him, handling the work he delegated through a chain of intermediaries. On the occasions when we were in the same room, I found him difficult to look at directly, the way you might find it difficult to look directly at something very bright.

Chiseled jaw. Rock-hard body—the kind that spoke of deliberate effort and iron discipline, not accident. Dark eyes that had the unsettling quality of seeming to take in the entirety of a situation, including whatever part of the situation you'd hoped he wouldn't notice. 

When those eyes landed on you, your pulse did not behave rationally. Mine, specifically, fluttered like a bird that had flown into a window—startled, disoriented, momentarily unsure which way was out.

I caught him between meetings on a Thursday afternoon. His office door was open, which I'd learned meant he was available in the technical sense, not necessarily the welcoming one. I knocked twice on the doorframe and stepped just far enough inside that retreating would look intentional.

He didn't look up from whatever was on his desk.

“Sir?”

“Yes, Ms. Clark.” Not a question. An acknowledgment, flat and efficient, the way he processed most things.

I folded my hands in front of me, which I immediately recognized as a gesture of someone bracing for an impact. I unfolded them. “I was wondering—I mean, if it's not too much to ask—I'd like to take a week of vacation. The second week of October. To attend a leadership conference in Col—”

“I don't need the details, Ms. Clark.” He turned a page. “Just put it on the calendar.”

Then he raised one hand from the desk, barely, and moved it in a slow, dismissive arc that clearly meant that will be all.

I stood there for one second too long—one second in which I entertained the brief, irrational thought that he might look up, might see something in me worth a longer pause—and then I said, “Thank you, sir,” and walked out.

In the elevator on the way back down to my floor, I stared at my own reflection in the polished metal doors and had a conversation with myself that I'd been having in various forms for several years.

This is exactly why you're going.

*****
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The next seven weeks moved the way time does when you're waiting for something—sluggishly at first, then in an accelerating blur that deposited me, slightly breathless, at Austin-Bergstrom International Airport on a cool Saturday morning in the second week of October with a carry-on, a checked bag I'd overpacked with deliberate optimism, and a low, persistent hum of excitement in my chest that I hadn't felt in longer than I could easily remember.

The flight to Denver was uneventful. I slept through most of it, which I took as a sign that my body understood something my brain was still negotiating: whatever was waiting for me at the other end of this trip, I was going to need my rest.

I'd booked a room at a hotel in Winter Park, a small mountain town about forty-five minutes from Grand Lake. The retreat didn't officially begin until Sunday morning, and the Saturday evening stretched ahead of me with a pleasantly unstructured quality I rarely allowed myself. No deliverables. No deadlines. Nowhere to be.

I dropped my bags, showered, changed into the one outfit I'd packed specifically for having no particular reason to look nice—dark jeans, a silk blouse in a deep plum that I genuinely liked myself in—and walked three blocks to a restaurant called Sushi Nama, which had come up first when I'd searched best sushi Winter Park Colorado in the back of the shuttle from Denver.

The place was warm, all dark wood and low light, with the quiet hum of a Saturday evening winding down. I ordered a yellowtail hosomaki roll, a small pour of sake that turned into a less small pour of sake, and settled into the particular contentment of eating good food alone in an unfamiliar city when you have nowhere to be and a whole week stretching out ahead of you like an unopened letter.

I was working on my second sake when the door opened.

I noticed her the way you notice a change in a room's air pressure—not dramatically, but unmistakably. She was tall, with long dark red hair that fell past her shoulders, and green eyes so vivid they registered as a color choice, like something deliberate. 

She moved through the restaurant the way certain people move through spaces: without announcing herself, and yet somehow without going unnoticed either. Unhurried. Completely at ease in her own dimensions.

It took me three full seconds to process what I was actually seeing.

Kathleen Grant was picking up a to-go order from Sushi Nama in Winter Park, Colorado, at eight-thirty on a Saturday night.

She walked past my table and her eyes, those extraordinary green eyes, found mine without effort, the way a compass needle finds north. I became aware that I was grinning—not a polite, composed smile, but a wide, slightly unhinged grin of the variety typically produced by people who had just recognized someone they admired enormously and had not yet successfully communicated this to their face.

I corrected it. Quickly. Averted my eyes to my sake cup, which I found suddenly fascinating.

I assumed that would be the end of it. A brief, slightly mortifying brush with someone famous. I would tell the story at dinner parties, carefully editing out the part where I'd grinned like a person who'd never seen another human being before.

I heard her footsteps slow.

I looked up.

She was standing beside my table, her to-go bag in one hand, watching me with an expression of calm, focused appraisal—the look of someone who has made a decision and is simply verifying that the decision is correct.

She said, “Queens do not explain their reign.”

Then she set a business card down on the table beside my sake cup, turned, and walked out of the restaurant.

I stared at the card for a long moment before I picked it up.

Kathleen Grant | The Summit of Sovereign Women

On the back, in smaller handwritten print: 

I’d love to see you again. Come ready.

I pressed the card between my palms and sat very still, and the hum in my chest that had been quiet all evening shifted into something louder, something that felt less like anticipation and more like the first stirring of a woman who was beginning, slowly and without fully understanding why, to wake up.

October had arrived.

And I had a feeling—unreasonable, unverifiable, and absolutely certain—that by the time it was over, I would not recognize myself.

Good, I thought.

It's about time.
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Chapter Two: Queens Do Not Explain Their Reign
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The drive from Winter Park to Grand Lake took just under an hour, and I made it with the windows down despite the October chill, letting the cold mountain air slap some sense into my nerves. 

The Rockies were doing what they always did in photographs—looking impossibly dramatic, all rust and gold and grey stone—except now I was actually inside them, which felt both thrilling and slightly absurd for a woman who had spent the last eight years filing briefs and avoiding eye contact in elevator banks.

I had barely slept.

After leaving Sushi Nama the night before, I had sat on the edge of my hotel bed for a good twenty minutes just staring at Kathleen Grant's business card. It was heavy card stock—the kind that costs more per sheet than most people spend on lunch—matte black with her name and a reference to the retreat embossed in a bold emerald green.

I ruminated over the words she had said: Queens do not explain their reign.

I had set the card on the nightstand, brushed my teeth, and then picked it up again. Then I put it in my purse. Then I took it back out and set it on the nightstand again. Then I fell asleep holding it.

I am not proud of that.

*****
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The retreat was held at a private estate on the western edge of Grand Lake—not a hotel, not a conference center, but an actual estate, the kind that belonged on the cover of Architectural Digest and made you feel slightly underdressed just by existing in front of it. 

The main house was a sweeping timber-and-glass structure set against a backdrop of pine forest and glittering lake, and flanked on either side by smaller guest cabins that were, by any reasonable standard, nicer than my apartment in Austin.

A woman with a clipboard and a warm smile met me at the gate and checked me in. My cabin—Aspen Three—was already stocked with a welcome basket, a printed schedule for the week, and a small card that read: You were not invited here by accident. You belong in every room you enter.


I set my bags down and read the schedule twice.



The week was dense. Keynote sessions, breakout workshops, networking dinners, team-building exercises, goal-setting intensives, mindfulness sessions—it read like a graduate program compressed into seven days. 
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