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I didn’t ask for this version of myself.

Elaine Ionello



New Chassis

The mirror was wrong.

That was the first coherent thought — not oh god or what happened but

something more administrative, like a traveler checking into the wrong room. The

mirror was wrong and somebody owed him an explanation.

Alex Williams stood at the bathroom vanity in the Pelican Grand suite and

looked at the woman looking back at him. She was young. Mid-twenties maybe. Dark

hair still damp from whatever had been done to him, or whatever he’d done, or

whatever the process was — he had no memory of the logistics, only the

understanding that he’d written a check for four point two million dollars and gone

to sleep in a clinic smelling of sage and ozone, and here he was. Here she was.

He looked at her the way he looked at women on a golf cart. Damn. I’d tap that.

Then the thought arrived: That’s me. I’m her.

He lifted a hand — her hand — and touched her lips first. The pad of his finger

registered lip, but the lip registered finger back, warm and slightly rough, and the

signal arrived from both directions simultaneously in a way that had no prior

reference point. He moved to her throat, her collarbone, the curve of her breast

through the thin fabric of whatever she’d woken in. He’d touched women here. He

knew this territory from the outside. From the inside it was something else entirely

— not erotic exactly, more like tapping a wall to find the stud, listening for the

difference in the sound. His hand moved lower and stopped.

He stood very still with his hand pressed flat against the front of her underwear

and felt his own curiosity arrive from somewhere he didn’t own yet.

He removed his hand. Placed it back on the vanity.

The tile grout was gray and even and it gave him something to focus on while

the room re-oriented itself. He was not having a stroke. He was not high — or not

high on anything he’d taken intentionally. The suite was exactly as advertised:

ocean-facing, double balcony, white linen folded in architectural points on a king

bed he had not slept in. He’d woken on the bathroom floor, which he chose not to

think about yet.

He straightened up.



The woman in the mirror straightened with him.

She was — he admitted this the way he’d once admitted a competitor’s building

had good bones — exceptional. The contractor had delivered on specs. Young, toned,

an arrangement of features that made men adjust their posture without realizing

why. He’d asked for that. He’d specified that in so many words, in a consultation

room in Scottsdale with a woman whose handshake was too firm and whose smile

never changed temperature.

What he had not specified was this.

He picked up the hotel card from the vanity. Alexandra Williams. Suite 412.

Not Alex. Alexandra.

He sat on the edge of the tub and stayed there for several minutes, elbows on

knees, the card held loosely in fingers he didn’t recognize, listening to the ocean.

Alexandra woke to a white envelope on the tile inside the door. The bill. One

night, itemized: minibar untouched, room service none, occupancy tax, resort fee.

She called the front desk.

“I need another night.” The higher pitch from a voice within he didn’t recognize.

“Of course, Ms. Williams. We don’t have a card on file — could you come by with

one, or I can process it over the phone.”

“There should be one. For Alex —” The name arrived from somewhere she

hadn’t accessed yet. “Alexandra Williams.”

“I’m showing the reservation was prepaid for arrival only. There’s nothing on

file for extended stay.”

She looked at the white envelope on the tile.

“I’ll come down.”

She found the canvas bag in the closet. Sandals, a thong, a skirt, a tube top —

packed by someone who knew what a young woman at a Florida resort needed,

which was not much. A credit card was in the front pocket. She held it at the

elevator, then at the desk, then watched the manager’s expression arrange itself into

the careful neutrality of someone delivering a predictable result.

Declined.

“Any other form of payment?”



She didn’t have a phone that worked. She didn’t have ID beyond the card she

was holding. She didn’t have anything that connected Alexandra Williams to any

prior existence.

“I’ll get my things,” she said.

A1A in the early afternoon. Canvas bag on her shoulder. The sun flat and

indifferent on the concrete.

―

The man’s name was Garrett. He had good teeth and managed a fund in Atlanta and

had been at the bar for two hours working up to something that Alex Williams —

Alexandra Williams — could track in real time, the incremental recalibrations of a

man managing his own nerve. She’d watched this exact sequence from the other side

so many times that observing it now from this angle produced a dull vertigo, like

recognizing a con you’d run yourself.

She let him buy her dinner because she didn’t have cash and the credit card had

a limit she hadn’t tested and the clinic’s contact number rang through to a voicemail

box that no longer accepted messages.

She lightly rubbed his arm down to the fingertips. A move that Alex had used

before on women. It was the only thing she could think of. Be with him. He’ll pay.

You need the money.

The Alexandra body pulled the Alex mind forward. In the room afterward, her

body did something unexpected. Something dopamine-adjacent and involuntary,

arriving in a wave before she could categorize it, and she lay there afterward in the

white linen and felt the deepest wrongness she had ever felt — not moral, nothing

that articulate — just a cellular wrongness, like a frequency that didn’t belong to this

chassis.

Garrett was asleep by ten. She lay awake listening to the ocean until it wasn’t

interesting anymore.

―

The clinic’s address in Scottsdale resolved to nothing when she asked a stranger if

she could use his cell. The man smiled and looked at her in a way that made her



uncomfortable before he handed her the phone. The website was gone. The domain

was parked.

She sat with the coffee she couldn’t pay for and looked at her hands for a long

time.

―

She learned things over the next ten days that she would not have predicted

knowing.

That beauty was a tax as much as a currency — the attention it generated had

overhead, required management, arrived in forms that needed to be adjudicated in

real time. That men she didn’t know felt entitled to a quality of proximity that she

had never extended to strangers in her prior life without invitation.

That she was still wired for women. That this was not going to resolve.

That the only person who hadn’t wanted something from her since checkout

was a woman named Trina who worked a corner on Broward and who, when Alex

tried to explain, in Alexandra’s voice, the situation over a shared cigarette at two in

the morning, said honey, that’s a new one and didn’t laugh.

Trina introduced her to someone.

The someone introduced her to the thing that made the nights manageable.

―

She stopped thinking about the clinic somewhere around week three. The

machinery of the prior life — the development company, the investors, the three

ex-wives, the lawsuit in Phoenix — had become abstract, like a film she’d seen once.

The body kept its own calendar.

A john on Federal Highway asked her name and she said Alex by reflex, and he

said that’s not a girl’s name and she said no, it’s mine and he seemed to find this

acceptable.

The drugs weren’t peace. They were the removal of the part of her that

objected. Closing her eyes helped, especially with oral. The johns expected that.

―



Room 7 at the Tropical Rest Motor Inn had a bathroom with a cracked tile above the

toilet and a window screen with a finger-sized hole. The air smelled of mildew and

the heavy sweetness of cheap disinfectant that doesn’t fully cover what it’s covering.

She sat on the bathroom floor with her back against the tub, same posture as

the Pelican Grand, same elbows on knees. On the tile between her feet: a lighter, a

lipstick missing its cap, and the Pelican Grand room card, which she’d kept without

knowing why.

Alexandra Williams. Suite 412.

She held it and looked at it. The man who’d written a check for four point two

million dollars to stop his knees from aching on a golf course. The man who’d

contracted for a different life and gotten this one. She tried to remember his face and

found only the general shape of a man who’d believed the terms of any deal he

wanted badly enough were fundamentally negotiable.

The sound from the highway came through the window screen steady and

indifferent.

She set the card down next to the lighter. Smoking didn’t help, but the needle in

her arm would take care of the problem.

She closed her eyes and hoped she’d die like a man.



Reunion

Amy Taggart had a system for men. Not a philosophy — a categorization method

built from twenty years of observation and use. Providers. Performers. Projects. The

categories weren’t cruel. They were efficient. Every man she’d ever known had filed

himself into one of the three without being asked.

GW Canyon had always been the anomaly. She’d clocked him the first time her

then-husband, Ben, GW’s oldest friend, introduced them. The careful posture, the

humility behind the hardwired drive for success. She remembered him as a man

who could impress without showing off.

She also remembered the way his eyes found her, then deliberately didn’t, as his

wife, Jenny, sat next to him in a booth at the nearby Chinese restaurant. He was a

provider performing virtue. She’d filed him under Project and left the folder open.

That was then.

He stood at the railing with a drink, looking at the water with the contemplative

posture of a man who had stopped negotiating with himself. No scanning. No

performance. The careful posture was gone — not replaced by arrogance, something

quieter than that. He simply occupied the space as if the space had always been his.

He still didn’t fit into any of her three buckets.

She’d heard things from Elaine when he returned home to Colorado after the

change; rooms reorganized themselves around him without his asking. She’d told

herself it was money. Money did that to men sometimes, if they wore it long enough.

GW was running on a frequency she didn’t yet have a call sign for. He stood

barefoot on the terrace, a glass sweating in his hand, watching the water. From this

elevation, the bay was a paint-by-numbers arrangement, boats anchored and still,

white hulls spaced just far enough apart to imply privacy without solitude. It was the

kind of scene that once would have struck him as indulgent and boring. Now it

registered as efficient.

She picked up her glass and moved toward the door out to the terrace.

Whatever he was now, he was still useful. Possibly more useful than he’d ever been.

And Amy always could put useful to work.



She leaned next to him with the casual authority of someone who didn’t ask

permission from spaces or men. She wore a linen dress, pale and loose, knotted at

the waist in a way that made it clear the knot was optional. He’d known her long

enough to recognize when she was enjoying herself. Today, she was.

“You’re thinking too hard,” she said.

He smiled at the accuracy of it and took a sip. “Old habits.”

She nudged closer and leaned her elbows on the railing. The breeze lifted her

hair, then let it fall. She glanced at him sideways, assessing—not his body, not his

expression, but his posture. How much of himself he was holding upright.

“Do you remember,” she said, “the first time Ben brought you to our first

house?”

GW did. Of course he did. He remembered the instinct to arrive empty-handed,

and then the last-minute correction detour—wine, something good but not showy.

He remembered standing in the kitchen, sleeves rolled just so, offering to help with

nothing that mattered.

“I remember thinking I didn’t want to be in the way,” he said.

Amy laughed. Not sharply. Fondly. “Man-dumb. You hovered. Like a moral

drone.”

He laughed with her, surprised at how easily he agreed. “I was trying to be

respectful.”

“You were trying to be unimpeachable,” she said. “There’s a difference.”

She turned toward him now, fully. “You were very invested in being the good

husband. Jenny was in the living room with Ben. I saw you glance to see where she

was before you gave me the look.”

He felt the old reflex stir—the urge to defend that version of himself—but it

passed before it could take shape. Instead, he pictured the man she was describing.

Earnest. Careful. Always checking the ground before he stepped. Some other person.

“It must have mattered then,” he said.

“It did,” she replied. “Until you understood it didn’t.”

She took his glass from him without asking, tasted it, and handed it back. He

didn’t miss it. He didn’t feel displaced. He felt… repositioned.



“You used to think morality was a fixed altitude,” she continued. “Like if you

stayed above a certain line, everything below it was suspect. Messy. Lesser.”

He watched the boats again. “And now?”

“Now you know it’s just a limited system,” she said. “Rigid, safe, and dull.”

That landed. He turned to her, studying her face—not for manipulation, not for

threat, but for orientation.

“I never thought I’d be this man,” he said.

Amy smiled, soft and unmistakably pleased. “No,” she said. “You thought you’d

be taller.”

He laughed again, deeper this time. It surprised him how far away that old self

felt. Not despised. Just… incomplete.

She reached out and adjusted the collar of his shirt, fingers lingering a second

longer than necessary. The gesture wasn’t sexual. A slight tingle in his body

acknowledged the correction.

“You didn’t lose anything,” she said. “You just stopped pretending narrowness

was virtue.”

He considered that. The years with Tali, the moral accommodations he’d made

in the name of love. The way Sharna introduced volatility and called it ‘honesty’. The

irrevocable shift after Summer—how certain impulses no longer required debate.

“After the reprogramming, do you think I’ve changed much? I think I’ve always

felt this way.”

“No. That’s the gift and curse of Level Three programming. You don’t miss

something you never felt you had. You feel you were born this way, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Well, you weren’t. Most people can’t see the difference in you.”

“I used to think selfishness was a failure,” he said.

Amy’s eyes flicked to his. “Yes,” she said gently. “That’s one of the changes. What

else?”

He searched her eyes and looked out at the ocean. “Romantic love. A complete

waste of energy.”

“Isn’t it, though? We just love differently.”

“Do you think that makes me a worse person?” he asked.



“No. From my perspective, it makes you risk-free. All that wasted energy goes

into connecting with others in a different way.”

She stepped back, creating space without withdrawing. “Look, GW. You’re a

man. You’re rich. You’re useful. Those things distort gravity around you, whether

you like it or not. The only question is whether you pretend they don’t.”

“And if I stop pretending?”

“Please. The lie suits you,” she said. “Misdirection has its benefits — especially

for men like you.”

She motioned toward the terrace chairs. “Sit.”

He did, without thinking. The chair angled him toward the view, toward the

water, toward ease. She remained standing, not looming, simply placed higher in the

visual field, holding power, not asking for it.

“You know what I like about you now?” she said.

He waited.

“You don’t apologize for yourself,” she said. “You used to. Constantly. As if your

happiness needed a justification memo.”

He felt a flicker of recognition—how often he’d once translated desire into

responsibility, enjoyment into stewardship.

“And now?”

“Now you let it be what it is,” she said. “Which makes you easier to deal with.”

She reached down and brushed a thumb across his knuckle, a brief, claiming

touch. “Welcome to my world,” she added, “where the standards are lower.

Superficiality over gravitas. Self-interest over empathy. Fewer lies. It’s simpler that

way, more certain.”

“I lie differently now.”

“Of course you do. You lie to benefit yourself, not others. You’re finally an

honest person. The day you sat in Hanson’s chair was the day you stopped

apologizing.”

He exhaled, long and unburdened. Whatever darkness had once frightened him

felt domesticated now. Comfortable. Useful.

“Marguerite is waiting.”



“Here, this will hold my place in line,” she said, placing a folded

one-hundred-euro note and an address in his hand.

He smiled and closed his fingers.



Metric of Exchange

In the days that followed, Marguerite glowed.

GW had seen it before—in Marilyn, in others—but it still struck him as a kind of

miracle. A woman of her age, her grace, her loneliness lifting just enough to let in

warmth. He guided it, nudged it, tended it. He did his job with a professionalism

Summer would have admired: walks on the beach, dinners under lantern-lit

pergolas, listening with his full body, small touches at precisely calibrated moments.

The physicality was secondary. His deepest pleasure came from slipping into

the language that lived under his ribs—the one he now preferred. The one he

understood best. The language of women. It was a current finding its level, a silent

tide that recognized Marguerite’s need before she even spoke it.

It made everything easier — hunches sharpened, decisions accelerated, three

moves ahead became the default. He couldn’t remember surrendering to it. He only

remembered the relief.

Nothing from the encounter with Amy a few days before bled into his

performance. He sealed the interaction with the quiet efficiency of a bank vault.

Leave no fingerprints. Amy did not intrude. She had kept her distance, never

stepping into his radius. You didn’t cross streams.

Marguerite deserved his full attention. She had paid for it. She held his hands a

moment longer than necessary at the curb when the week ended.

“You are a very kind man,” she said in careful English. “I had forgotten what it

feels like to be seen.”

Something inside him ached—a sharp, high-frequency pang. It was a phantom

limb of a feeling, a remnant of the woman who had written herself over his soul.

Marguerite had given him more than she knew. It was validation. Not with her eyes

or her words, but with her checkbook. His world now operated with different

standards.

“You deserve to be seen,” he said.

She kissed his cheek and stepped into the car. The door clicked shut with the

heavy thud of a closing chapter.



Across the terrace, at a table she’d chosen three days ago for its sight lines, Amy

watched the car pull away. She’d arrived on St. Maarten a week before their

“unexpected” reunion, long enough to confirm what Elaine had suggested — that

GW Canyon was here, working, and worth a closer look before she made her move.

She’d watched the Marguerite situation develop from a careful distance. The

beach walks. The lantern-lit dinners. The precise calibration of touch and attention.

She’d seen men perform intimacy before — the ex and now former Senator Ben

Taggart had been adequate at the theater of it — but this was different. GW wasn’t

performing. He was operating. There was no seam between the man and the

method. It was beautiful to watch.

That was what Elaine had hinted at and what she’d needed to see for herself.

She picked up her drink, her taxonomy running its familiar audit and returning, for

the third time that week, the same result.

He still didn’t fit any of her three buckets, yet the gravitational pull was

undeniable.

She left enough cash on the table to cover the bill and a reason not to be

remembered. Whatever GW Canyon was running on, she understood one thing

clearly — she needed to be in the room where it was taught. The rest she could

figure out later.

He opened the rear door and waited for Marguerite. The feel of the linen

envelope pressed into his hand held far more satisfaction than professional

accolades, intellectual praise, social approval, or business magazine net-worth

rankings. At Magnolia, Summer had taught him that value wasn’t found in a title; it

was found in the exchange. Like Elaine, he had accepted a new default setting: he

was worth exactly what the market was willing to pay to possess him. It was a clean

metric. Irrefutable.

Summer’s neural DNA was his now, in the way he stood, in the way he tilted his

head to catch the salt air. She had given him a language he never meant to learn, but

now spoke better than his native tongue. Her left-handedness. Her cunning. Her

appetite for exploiting delicious vulnerabilities. The efficient satisfaction of

undoing—but never with a client.



He looked at his left arm. Though the biggest changes were hidden within him,

the ink bore witness to their history. The tattooed sleeve—Summer’s false

future—was a mural of her dreams that he hadn’t lived. The viper art over his heart

didn’t feel like her brand anymore—it breathed with him.

In Colorado, he was the billionaire CEO, the steward of Tali Gold’s empire, the

father to Davey, son of Woody. Those affections remained untouched, preserved like

relics under glass. But here, under the St. Maarten sun, the glass was gone.

Everything lived on a twenty-four-hour clock. Intense. Real. Then deleted.

Simplified.

He no longer scanned for opportunities in companies or code. These darker

frequencies came naturally now — tuned precisely to human wants, unspoken

needs, and even joy.

The shadows lengthened. He felt the familiar click inside his mind — the deeper

machinery waking. Amy had sparked a possibility. Something his Summer-side

recognized as a market anomaly waiting to be exploited.

And Amy…Amy was the only one who knew how to read the ledger.



Alternative Entrepreneur

Amy’s temporary house sat on a hill above the bay, all glass and pale stone and

someone else’s money. A benefactor, she’d said. Away for two weeks. Long enough

to enjoy the view, maybe long enough to root into it if she wanted to.

GW climbed the steps, feeling the heat of a match before it touches tinder. The

way she’d seen him a week earlier—reading the practitioner beneath the

billionaire—was riding under his skin. Dangerous, familiar, as if he’d been outed by

the only person who knew his real name.

She opened the door before he could knock.

“You took your time,” she said. She was barefoot, holding a drink that looked

like the tiki bar had opened early.

“I had to say goodbye. Marguerite paid for the full duration; I don’t leave early.”

“Professional to the end.” Her smile curled. “Or did you perform the goodbye?

There’s a difference, Game Boy.”

He winced slightly at the old pet name, stepping past her into the interior.

She kissed him lightly. He smiled at the familiarity and felt his body relax,

knowing that not seeing her for over a year had changed nothing.

She placed a drink in his hand. “I’m cooking this evening. Go out on the patio

and admire the view.”

He walked out through the sliding glass door, glanced at the sunset, yellow and

pink sky, and turned back to look at the kitchen and Amy.

She moved the way she always had — with the compressed efficiency of

someone who’d learned to get things done in spaces that weren’t designed for her.

Too much counter space here, actually. She kept migrating to one corner of it,

ignoring the rest. He watched her open three drawers before she found the one she

wanted, close two cabinet doors before locating the colander. Serviceable. She

wasn’t pretending to be something she wasn’t, which he appreciated more than he

would have appreciated competence.

He stayed on the patio with his drink and studied her the way he studied

everything now — first the physical facts, as males do. The way the light from the

range hood backlit her hair. The inviting hourglass proportion of her, which he had



always registered and never acted on during the years they’d kept the professional

distance that their circumstances required. She’d changed since he had last seen her

in the bar in Washington. The implants were recent enough that he could still see

the decision in them — not a bad decision, a maximization of assets. The rest of her

was the same. He found he was glad about that.

He moved through the physical inventory and into memory, the way a cataract

descends to a lower pool.

Years of proper distance, faithful to his romantic partners, family, and friends.

Always carefully disciplined, not to allow any sparks to set off. Magnolia changed

that. The headsets — the muffs. Hanson’s chair. A neural push, disappearance of

fidelity, the rerouting of passion, a recalibration that always saw the bones, but now

the emotional connective tissue too.

He remembered, after his mind rewired, the first time he’d understood what

Amy was capable of — not the surface of her, the ability underneath it. The way she

read a room. The way she made people feel selected rather than managed. It was a

rare gift, and she didn’t know how rare it was, which was part of what made it work.

Then his programming. He didn’t need to examine that chapter closely. What

remained felt more like a physical fact of scar tissue rearranged into a new

emotional topography without advertising itself. He was aware of it now as a faint

pull in his chest. He noticed his breathing had slowed. He noticed his pulse change.

He was syncing with her, just as he was with Elaine. The only two women he

experienced this with. Her back was to him, and she was arguing quietly with a lid

that didn’t fit. He stood on the other side of the glass watching his own heart keep

time with hers.

He finished his drink and went inside.

“You don’t have to stay out there,” she said without turning around.

“I know.”

He set his glass on the counter and watched her work. Up close the energy was

different — denser, more directed. She had a plan for the meal, even if the execution

was improvised, and she was problem-solving in real time without flagging it as

problem-solving. He recognized the quality. It was the same thing she’d done on the

floor at Magnolia — assess, adapt, proceed. No wasted motion on the emotional



overhead.

She handed him the spoon without looking at him.

He tasted. Rested his fingers briefly on her forearm while he considered it — a

light, automatic contact, the kind you make with someone you know well enough not

to announce yourself to.

Amy looked at his hand. Then at him.

“Good,” he said. “Needs salt.”

She added salt. He moved to the table on the patio, stood above it and

considered.

He returned to the kitchen, opening cabinets until finding a glass bowl. In the

foyer was a large arrangement of fresh flowers. He cut the heads off a few stems,

floated them in the bowl, and set the bowl in the center of the table.

He looked up, not really looking anywhere, simply pleased, and noticed Amy

watching him.

“What?”

“GW.” A pause, choosing her words and keeping her tone light, “There’s a dress

in the closet if you’d like to change.”

He smiled and shook his head. “Sometimes she just leaks out of me.”

Amy turned fully to face him. The smile had changed into something more

serious and more interested.

“Have you started thinking about men?”

GW laughed, “You mean sexually?”

“Uh huh. The Directorate Level Three programming was just for women, but

Summer stuffed it into a body with testicles.”

He walked back into the kitchen and took her hand firmly. “The sex drive is

aligned, but — and this is hard to describe, I observe and absorb differently in just

about every way. Feminine is the closest word I’ve got, but I don’t know if it’s right.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Oh God no,” GW said. “It’s richer, clearer, like getting four times more than I got

before.”

She held his gaze for a moment, then picked up the spoon and went back to the

stove. He could see her thinking about it — not as a curiosity, as data. He found he



didn’t mind.

While Amy stirred the risotto, he hunted through several drawers looking for a

corkscrew. He found it in a drawer with takeout menus and a laminated card for

short-term renters. He stood there holding it for a moment.

He looked down the hallway and registered the coastal print on the wall —

blue-gray water, abstract dune grass — and its twin, six feet further on, same series,

same frame.

“Nice place,” he said, returning to the counter.

“Thank you.”

“And where’s the man of the house?”

A beat. Just long enough.

She turned from the stove with the expression of someone deciding whether to

maintain a position or concede it cleanly.

She rolled her eyes, dropped her shoulders, and conceded it. “Rented it for

myself.”

“Good call on the neighborhood.”

She smiled, “Elaine said you’d figure it out. I’m here for you, not man hunting.”

He opened the wine. “Are you in close touch?”

“One of the last people on the planet I’d become good friends with.”

“You’re both so different, what do you have in common?”

“You.”

GW processed Amy’s tone. Not possessive. Not really romantic. The closest he

could come was aligned.

Amy gently deflected the moment, “She mentioned you were doing well. That

you’d found a rhythm with the Talios work.”

He poured two glasses. Slid one toward her.

“A rhythm,” he said. “That’s one word for it.”

She looked at him but didn’t press. Another quality he’d forgotten: she knew

when a door was open and when it was just ajar.

He picked up his glass and, looking through it, saw the last of the light, the water

beyond it going flat and dark.

“Tell me what you’ve been doing,” he said. “All of it.”



Amy turned the range down to a simmer and reached for her glass.

“That,” she said, “is going to take a while.”



Confessional

The rain came after midnight, a sudden Caribbean squall that blurred the glass walls

and turned the bay into a smudge of gray ink. When it stopped, the air on the

balcony was thick and sweet with the scent of wet stone and salt.

GW leaned against the railing, his hair still damp from their shower. He felt the

weight of Amy’s gaze before she spoke. She stood just inside the door, wrapped in a

silk robe, watching him with the studied intensity of someone taking apart a watch

to see if it still ticks.

“You’re doing it again,” she said.

He didn’t turn. “Doing what?”

“Organizing yourself for me. Calibrating the air in the room so it’s exactly what I

want to breathe. Protecting.” She stepped out beside him, the silk whispering against

the stone. “It’s the most intimate thing you’ve ever done, and you probably don’t

even know you’re doing it.”

“I’m not protecting,” he said, his voice level. “You’re a powerful little pussy.

You’ve got nine lives — maybe eight. Don’t confuse loyalty and protection. I’m loyal

to the pusses who are loyal to me.”

The edge didn’t bother Amy; she leaned into it. “My, my. Summer Nagas speaks.

Asshole looks very good on you. We may have to go back into the bedroom.”

She watched GW’s chest rise. Maybe anger. Maybe arousal. Maybe both.

“I like you more this way.” She took a sip of her drink, her eyes fixed on the

horizon. “Ben was never efficient. Never honest either. He treated every orgasm like

a deposition and every fight like a court date. He was exhausting.”

“You didn’t muff him because he was exhausting, Amy. You did it because he

was in the way.”

“After I changed, I saw him smaller, too. I get it. He was a rung on the ladder.”

She leaned back, the memory of Tulsa flitting through her mind like a low-resolution

movie. “Cheer squad. The girl everyone watched but no one knew. I learned early

that attention is currency. Teachers, coaches, boys. All of them paid. I collected.”

She wasn’t asking for a response. He didn’t offer one.



“Got pregnant at seventeen,” she said. “Boyfriend cried. I didn’t. The abortion

clinic had magazines from three years earlier. That’s what I remember most — how

cheap the waiting room felt. How small the boy’s hands were when he tried to hold

mine. I knew then I didn’t want to depend on anyone who couldn’t afford new

magazines.”

She was explaining the arithmetic. He let her.

“College was worse,” she continued. “Or better, depending on how you score it.

Hookups taught me what I already suspected: sex doesn’t guarantee love, and love

doesn’t guarantee anything useful. So I made a decision. No romance. No fairy tales.

If I was going to tie myself to someone, it was going to be someone worth the rope.”

“Ben,” GW said.

“Ben,” she echoed. “State university lawyers don’t win elections. Princeton

undergrad, Harvard Law, and Taggart pedigree do. I met him at a fundraiser. He had

the look of a man raised to believe he deserved the room, but not the confidence to

keep it.”

“You saw the opening.”

“Of course I did. The pregnancy was strategy. He was careful. I was careful to

tell him I was careful.” She didn’t apologize. She wasn’t wired for shame. “It worked.

We married when I was five months along with Ethan. Then Monica. Ben got the

political wife he wanted. I got the upward mobility I deserved.”

GW studied her quietly. “And the first time you met me?”

Her smile sharpened. “You were an upgrade path.”

“I was married.”

“And endearingly upstanding. I wasn’t going to waste my time,” she said. “Jenny

got there first. Then Allison. Then Tali.” Her tone cooled. “I never understood what

she had that I didn’t.”

“You were never in the same category.”

“Interesting,” she said, leaning back. “Tell me why.”

He thought for a moment. “Different orientation. Not sexual. Structural. I liked

the danger of Tali. Until that night in your den I didn’t have a clue about how your

marriage with Ben worked.”

“Would that have made a difference?”



“Not then. I was still old school. A faithfully married man.”

She absorbed that without protest. “Well, you stayed between the lines until

Magnolia.”

“Yes.”

She watched him a long moment, moonlight catching her eyes. “I’ll admit that I

was happy when Tali flew off into her new life without you. I wanted the fracture.

Not out of malice. Out of opportunity.”

“How do you feel now?” he asked.

“Still want you,” she said lightly.

“Want or want to own?”

“More like rent,” she said.

He shook his head. “I’ll waive the deposit.”

She considered him again, recalibrating. “Your turn,” she said. “Two questions. I

expect real answers.”

“Ask.”

She set her drink down, adjusted her legs, and faced him fully. “How do you

remember Tali?”

He didn’t evade. He didn’t soften. “I remember everything,” he said. “Every

detail. Every day. Every fight. Every night. Every breath. Nothing is blurred. But none

of the emotions are there. That friction is gone.”

She exhaled. “Say more.”

He searched for the metaphor. “It’s like watching a documentary about my own

life in a different language. My mind applies different subtitles.”

“Different subtitles,” she repeated, savoring it.

“Same but different,” he said. “I don’t feel her when I remember her. I only know

that I once did.”

“Does that bother you?”

“No, that’s the best part of how my mind quieted. Less emotion means less hurt.

I haven’t cared about her since the moment.”

“Moment?”

He exhaled, eyes drifting toward the sea. “After everything collapsed. The

Directorate, Magnolia — the entire organization pretending to be legitimate while



actually growing a global prostitution network. Summer disappeared. You and

Elaine taking one last shot, coaching Tali and me into a room and each other’s arms.

“With the selfie souvenir to prove it. You know me. I’m occasionally a practical

romantic,” she said.

“Yes, you are,” GW said. “The moment Tali and I came back together was the

moment Summer had programmed to push us apart. The only thing I remember

about our last moment together was that we were perfect strangers who didn’t

recognize each other anymore.”

She nodded slowly. “I think it was her plan all along.”

“I agree,” he said. “But I don’t think she ever finished.”

Amy tilted her head. “Are you driven to do something? Did she give you a goal?”

“I have no idea,” he said. “But she gave me a paradox.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “You’re one-hundred percent man on the outside,

but there’s something else going on inside, isn’t there?”

Something shifted in his expression — certainty changing into wistfulness. He

bit the corner of his lip. That was new.

Amy’s breath caught. She hadn’t meant to tip him. Then he smiled.

“I’m pretty good at handling it,” he said gently. “Most days. It helps being around

women.”

The chill ran through her before she could stop it. She swallowed, recovering

quickly. “Question two,” she said, voice steadier. “You like getting paid?”

His response was immediate. “It is the strongest sense of validation I have ever

felt.”

She leaned closer. “The Directorate’s clever way of control.”

“Absolutely,” he said. “The Directorate’s gone, but the desire and satisfaction

loop still exists.”

“Do you want to kick the habit?” she asked.

“God no. I can’t even conceive living any other way.”

Amy laughed, soft and delighted. “We really were taught by the same monster.”

“We were,” he said quietly.

She reached out and placed her hand on his chest, fingertips brushing the edge

of the viper tattoo. “Tell me the truth, Game Boy,” she murmured. “Do you think



we’re compatible?”

“Structurally,” he said.

“Emotionally?”

“No, but emotions really don’t matter anymore, do they?”

She grinned. “Perfect. Romance clouds the long game. I don’t want to fall in love

with you, but maybe something different.”

His pulse didn’t quicken. His mind did.

“Amy,” he said softly, “what do you want?”

“A future where I’m not dependent on dumb luck,” she said. “Where I pick the

terms, the players, the roles.” She tilted her head. “I think I know what you want.”

“And that is?” he asked.

She answered without hesitation. “You want a partner who shares the same

core. The thing others mistake for darkness. But you and I — that’s where the fun is.

We just have to let it run.”



Proof of Concept

The morning light on St. Maarten was too bright for secrets. It stripped away the

midnight shadows of the balcony and replaced them with the hard, clinical clarity of

a boardroom. Amy was already up, moving through the kitchen with a restless,

humming energy that GW recognized. She wasn’t making breakfast; she was

organizing a territory.

“Coffee?” she asked, not looking back.

“Black,” GW said. He sat at the glass-topped table, his laptop open but dark,

watching the way she moved — the economy of her gestures, the way she claimed

the space. She moved like someone who had decided aging was optional.

She set the mug in front of him and sat opposite, her eyes bright and

dangerously focused. “I felt Summer in the room last night.”

“How so?”

“You’re a pleaser. Last night you were a taker. It reminded me that you see more

scenery when someone else is driving. I know you were sending a message.”

GW poured another cup of coffee and smiled.

“You’re thinking about something,” Amy said. “There’s still a little GW legacy

behind those big brown eyes.”

“And?”

“Let me guess. Magnolia was a masterpiece of recruitment, but a mess of

execution,” she said, her fingers tapping a rhythm on the glass. “Summer and the

Directorate were using us as a petri dish. They wanted to see if they could rewire the

human animal. But they didn’t care about the ROI. They were scientists working off

the wrong assumptions.”

GW nodded. “They were looking over some kind of horizon. They ignored the

success of the process.”

“Exactly. But you and I — we know what worked. We know the rate of

exchange.” She leaned forward. “The Directorate is gone, but the infrastructure they

built is still lying there like a dormant network. The girls, the safe houses, the clients

— the most powerful men in the world who are now agreeably compliant because of

what they’ve done behind closed doors.”



“You want to professionalize it,” GW said. It wasn’t a question.

“We should own it. But not as a pimp, GW. I want to be the CEO of the world’s

most efficient information brokerage. Sex is just the data entry point. The real

product is influence.”

GW sipped the coffee. He looked at Amy — not as the woman he’d slept with,

but as a variable that had just declared itself a constant. A woman who’d found her

calling.

“Magnolia failed because it was centralized,” he said, his voice dropping into the

tone he used for board meetings. “It was a hierarchy with a single point of failure —

Summer. If we do this, it has to be a different model. Balanced management team,

deep culture, everyone speaking the same language, all calibrated by the same

logic.”

“Women-centric,” Amy whispered.

“Yes. We don’t recruit girls. We recruit practitioners of the craft. Women who,

like you, saw the arithmetic of their lives and recognize the value of X.”

Amy’s smile was slow and predatory. “And men? How do we handle the johns?”

“We use the talents we’ve been given,” GW said. “We don’t just offer them what

they want — we offer them a reflection of who they wish they were. The Good

Husband experience or the Savage experience — whatever structural failure they’re

trying to patch, whatever hole of need they’re trying to fill. We upsell and increase

the touchpoints.”

Amy giggled. Old marketing lingo, new meaning.

GW laughed, too.

He turned his laptop toward her. On the screen was a series of encrypted files

— remnants of the Magnolia era that Elaine had salvaged from the dark servers.

“Proof of concept,” he said. “I’ve already mapped the first four nodes. Denver,

DC, Miami, and London. We don’t need a thousand women. We need two dozen.

Twenty-four who speak the language. Twenty-four who carry the invisible

birthmark of the conversion.”

Amy studied the screen, her reflection ghosting over the data. “And my role?”

“Chief operating officer,” he said. “You know the scamp energy. You know the

arithmetic better than anyone. You train them. You calibrate them. You ensure that



when they walk into a room, they aren’t just practitioners — they are the most

sophisticated receptors of private pleasure on the planet.”

“And you?” she asked.

“I’m the infrastructure,” GW replied. “I provide the shadows. I manage the

ledger. I ensure the alignment.”

A machine switching on for the first time.

“It’s a company,” Amy said, echoing their talk from the night before.

“It’s an evolution,” GW corrected. “We take what the Directorate broke and fix it.

The scamps and the hybrids aren’t the outliers anymore. We’re the standard.”

Amy reached across the table and placed her hand over his. Not romantic. A

contract.

“I like your kink, princess,” she murmured, using Marilyn’s old nickname with a

new, sharp respect.

GW didn’t wince. He just smiled at the sound of it. “Let’s look at the arithmetic.”



Frequent Guest

The morning light in Lake Creek didn’t have the deceptive softness of St. Maarten. It

was high-altitude light — thin, honest, and sharp enough to expose the microscopic

cracks in the granite countertops and bleach the hardwood floors.

Elaine sat at the kitchen island, a pair of white earbuds nesting in her ears. One

of GW’s workout shirts was just long enough to cover her, not that she cared

anymore.

To any observer, she was a fit, successful woman in her mid-forties, catching up

on a true-crime podcast. But the crime she was listening to wasn’t on the audio file.

It was the text message glowing on her screen: a sixteen-character string of

alphanumeric nonsense that looked like a corrupted encryption key.

She tapped a sequence on her phone. A short, high-frequency burst of white

noise hissed through her earbuds for three seconds. She didn’t flinch. She simply

blinked, her pupils dilating then snapping back to focus as directions surged through

the entry point, aligning her thoughts with the new directive.

When GW walked into the kitchen wearing a faded t-shirt and sweatpants, her

face was already rearranged with a welcoming warmth.

“Nice to have some younger pussy, isn’t it?” she teased, her voice light,

rhythmic. “Amy said the two of you had a Magnolia class reunion.”

GW didn’t smile, but he didn’t recoil. He poured himself a cup of coffee, moving

with the heavy grace of a man who no longer felt the need to perform alertness for

anyone. “You’re my home-girl,” he said. “You know that.”

Elaine squeezed his hand, “Did Amy tip well?”

GW laughed, the sound dry and hollow. “I appreciated the friends and family

discount.” He leaned against the island, his gaze drifting to the window. A pensive

shadow crossed his face — the look of a man checking his internal ledger.

“We didn’t use to talk like this or think like this, did we?” he asked.

Elaine considered that. “It’s hard to remember that time. This feels normal.”

“Better or worse?”

“Just normal. And normal is good.”

“How do you handle it, Elaine?”



“Handle what?”

“The need to get paid. The itch.”

Elaine pulled out her earbuds, setting them on the counter with soft precision.

“How often do you feel it?”

“All the time,” GW admitted. “If you don’t put a price on the time, how is

anybody going to think you’re of any value? Without the transaction, I’m just

drifting.”

Elaine nodded. For the converted, like them, self-worth wasn’t a feeling; it was a

line item. “I’ve got workarounds,” she said. “The amount doesn’t actually matter. It’s

the validation of the exchange. Sometimes I’ll just ask a guy if he has a twenty

because I’m short on cash. Or I’ll let him pay for a dinner that costs ten times that.

It’s the same hit to the dopamine.” She chuckled. “I did get a new mountain bike out

of one guy last month. He got a punch card for a week for that one.”

GW managed a genuine grin. “I’ll have to try that. Maybe a sea kayak.”

The words hung in the air for a second. “I envy you, Elaine.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a woman. You can offer permission and set the terms. You go

into a bar, you rub a guy’s thigh, you tell him you’re short on the rent. The wallet

opens. It’s the natural order.” He looked down at his own large, capable hands. “But

a man? Women don’t operate on that system. A man trying to connect under those

conditions looks like a glitch in the system. A pathetic loser. Unless it’s Marilyn, you,

or Amy, nobody else knows where to put me.”

He set his mug down. “You, Marilyn, and Marla are the most important people in

my life. Do you think there’s room for Amy at the table?”

“I’ve been saving a place for her. Took a while for your man to catch up to your

femme. I’ve known this since we were all at the Hanna Gold Institute over a year

ago.”

―

The afternoon trail was four miles of steep ascent, their breathing synchronized — a

rhythmic, athletic percussion. This wasn’t exercise; it was asset management. They

tended to their bodies like high-end hardware, keeping the packaging lean and



marketable.

“I’m glad you and Amy hooked up,” Elaine said, her voice steady despite the

incline. “We’ve talked. We’re happy to share. Just not all in the same bedroom at the

same time.”

“But in the boardroom,” GW said, stopping at the crest of the ridge to look back

at the valley. “I got an idea for a new business. Amy would be ideal to help get it

launched.”

Elaine stopped beside him. She was used to their almost telepathic

synchronization. “You’re going to rebuild Magnolia, aren’t you?”

GW looked at her, not surprised that she was one step ahead. “Differently this

time. Better management. No central failure point.”

Elaine looked away, her eyes tracking a hawk circling over the Lake Creek

drainage. What moved through her wasn’t recognition of the plan. It was recognition

of the timing.

She thought of the sixteen-character text message from breakfast. She thought

of how effortlessly the Magnolia idea had surfaced in GW’s mind just as it had

surfaced in hers. She felt a flicker of the old Elaine trying to scream that they were

being nudged — that this wasn’t an idea, it was a familiar current pulling them into a

new channel.

She’d gotten used to it. That was the worst part.

“Well,” she said, wiping sweat from her brow, “if we’re going to be the monsters

the Directorate made us, we might as well be the ones who own the franchises.”

But as they started the descent, her heart didn’t settle. High-functioning agents

following a trail of breadcrumbs — that’s what they were. The only question was

whether the trail ever ended or just kept leading somewhere new.

She looked at GW’s back — broad, powerful, utterly unaware that he was

walking inside a quiet envelope that someone else had chosen for him where noise

receded and clarity equaled comfort.

“Is it our idea, GW?” she asked quietly.

“Who else would it be?”

The answer was too fast. Too clean. As he spoke, he reached out with his left

hand — the hand that used to be a passenger but was now the pilot — and plucked a



stray thread from his running tights, rolling it between his thumb and forefinger in a

rhythmic, surgical loop.

Elaine watched the gesture. Her throat went dry.

It was the exact cadence Summer used when she was interviewing new

hostesses.

“Right,” she whispered to the wind. A warmth entered her core, like the moment

a shot of rye landed. Amy was the missing piece.



Morning, Denver

The elevator ride to the twentieth floor was a sensory deprivation chamber. Silence,

polished aluminum and walnut panels, and the faint, pressurized hum of a system

that worked perfectly because it was designed to ignore the people inside it. GW

watched his reflection in the stainless steel doors. The suit was bespoke, the face

carefully generic — the kind of man who could run energy, law, or tech without

anyone asking which.

The CEO mask was polished. Beneath the tailoring, a deeper instinct ran ahead

of him.

He walked into the lobby of Talios. His assistant was already waiting, a tablet in

hand. Jolene was efficient, loyal, and — as GW now noted with hyperawareness —

terrified of being replaced by an agentic assistant. He saw the tension in her

shoulders not as a human trait, but as a lever. He preferred women working for him

at all levels, especially in senior management across the Talios constellation.

Jolene followed him down the hall and to the break room where he got a cup of

coffee. “The management meeting is at ten, GW. The San Francisco group is pushing

for a deeper audit on the Talios Data Systems divestiture. Marla’s waiting for you in

your office. Look at this pendant.”

GW leaned closer, “How cool. You have a Scottie, don’t you?”

“I do. A birthday present from Marla.”

When GW walked into his office, Marla was heads down looking at her laptop.

Sensing he had entered, she looked up and smiled.

“One year ago today,” Marla said.

GW set his coffee down. “Since?”

“Since Summer disappeared. Since the Directorate imploded.” She closed the

laptop. “Since you called me at six in the morning and said pack a bag, we’re moving

the operation to Denver.”

“Best call I ever made.”

“You were terrified,” she said. “I could hear it under the calm.”

“I was recalibrating.”



“You were terrified,” she repeated, pleasantly. “You had a family office with no

family in it, a wife who’d just walked into a completely different life, and a portfolio

that needed a story that didn’t include the words Magnolia or Directorate anywhere

in the footnotes.”

“And you built that story.”

“I re-indexed the assets and told the auditors to look at the horizon instead of

their shoes.” She opened the laptop again. “You’re welcome.”

GW smiled. “And now?”

“Now you’re the Executive Vice President’s problem instead of the family

office’s.” She didn’t look up. “Full Talios constellation. Every entity, every account,

every shell that needs a reason to exist.” She paused. “It’s a significant upgrade from

tracking Tali’s shoe budget.”

“She had expensive taste.”

“But it was exquisite. I loved how that woman dressed for work.”

GW smiled reflexively, a memory drained of meaning.

“And how is Amy?” she asked.

“Geez, does everyone know?”

“Just the ones who should, me and Elaine.”

He smiled. Marla read the gratitude. She knew the subtle difference between

real and performed.

“Magnolia II. I’m going to call it Varella.”

“After the NV Holland books,” she acknowledged.

“Have you read them?” he asked.

“No, but Elaine filled me in. That’s the name of her video game, too, isn’t it?”

“Not a coincidence,” GW said.

Easing into his chair, he looked out through the floor-to-ceiling glass, offering a

view of the Rockies that looked like a desktop background, his left hand instinctively

finding a loose thread inside his suit pocket, rolling it into a surgical loop, a useful

technique on the fly stream that his left hand could perform with more dexterity

than his right.

“Will Amy be moving to Denver?” Marla asked.



“Yes. I want her here. We’ll cover moving costs and a corporate rental until we

sort out offices for Varella, and she can find a place to live.”

“I’ve got her deets. I’ll get legal to set up the shells for Varella and the standard

offshore accounts. I assume you’ll need office space and some level of support staff.”

“Three steps ahead of me, Marla. Thanks.”

Marla stood to leave. “Allison called last week. Sounds like she’s got some issues

at Talios Tactical. I told her you could be over at her office at eleven.”

GW nodded and was about to say something when a knock at the door broke

the silence.

Marilyn Brockmeir didn’t wait for an invitation. She stepped in and closed the

door behind her, her eyes immediately scanning him with the practiced efficiency of

someone who knew exactly what she was looking for.

“Marla. GW. Were you deciding big, important things?”

“I came down from Vail for shopping therapy at Cherry Creek,” she said, her

tone clinical. Shopping was really the second thing on her to-do list. “You’re back

from St. Maarten. So, princess — a happy client?”

“She seemed to be.”

“Your text hinted that you’re thinking of expanding this side of the business.”

“Amy Taggart will be coming on board as COO of a new business venture. I think

you’ll like her,” GW said, turning to face her. “She’s the sculptor. She has the natural

instincts for the business model. She’ll be moving here soon and start the proof of

concept phase.”

“Known her long?”

“We go way back. Ex-wife of a former friend.”

“Sounds like there’s a story there,” Marilyn laughed and looked at Marla.

Marla shrugged her shoulders and smiled, “Don’t look at me. I’m on an NDA. It

looks like you girls have plenty to talk about and I have to go pull an attorney’s head

out of his ass on an M&A fuck up.”

As Marla left, Marilyn settled into a chair closer to GW’s desk, her gaze dropping

to his left hand, still rolling the invisible thread. “You’re doing the loop, GW.”

GW looked down at his hand as if it belonged to a stranger. He forced the fingers

to go still. “It’s just a motor reflex. An old fly-fishing habit.”



“Uh-huh.” She reached out and touched his arm, her fingers searching for the

man she both served and steered. “Your head tenants should start paying rent.”

“Would you like some Denver appointments?” she added before he could

answer. “I can make some calls.”

GW felt the friction in his chest ease. “Could you?”

“So what’s this venture?”

“I’m building Varella,” he said. “Professionalizing the legacy Magnolia left

behind. Taking a broken system and making it efficient.”

Marilyn studied him for a long beat. She didn’t see the CEO. She saw the

princess speaking through the mask. “Efficiency is just another word for your little

shadow play, isn’t it?”

“It’s called strategic planning, Marilyn.”

“No,” she whispered. “Strategic planning is for people who want to win. You’re

doing something else. You’re drilling where the geologists never looked.”

“Perhaps,” GW said, moving toward the door. “But efficiency is the only way to

ensure it all stays balanced.”

Her perfume hit his senses. For a split second, he didn’t see Marilyn as his

confidante. He saw her posture, her ambition, her access, and her tendency for

corruptibility.

“I’m going shopping,” she said, squeezing his hand and leaning over to lightly

kiss his cheek. “You go build the empire. Make sure I’m in on the IPO.”

She breezed out of his office as quickly as she had blown in.

His cell phone buzzed on the desk. The screen showed a notification from a

secure messaging app — a string of sixteen characters. He looked. Blinked. Tapped

and read. When he closed the app, a door in his mind closed. A delivery he neither

felt nor remembered.

He looked out the window. The Rockies held their position, silently stoic.

Varella wasn’t just a business plan anymore. It was a pressure behind his eyes that

had stopped feeling like a choice.



Warning Order

A week later, Talios CEO, Allison Tobias was in her office . She hated the way bad

news started sounding the same.

The cadence of the emails. The slight hesitations when someone asked for “a

quick sidebar” after everyone else had left the room. The language in anonymous

complaints that tried too hard not to be emotional.

She’d learned to see it at TwinStar in the early days, when growth had outpaced

culture. She saw it now on the summary report screen on her tablet. Talios Tactical

Systems (TTS), Aurora, Colorado. An internal audit of operational efficiency had

returned an excellent rating. Profit margins above forecast. Federal contract

renewals on track. Every metric on the dashboard glowed green, except the HR and

culture climate summaries told a different story.

She set the tablet down and pinched the bridge of her nose. Outside, traffic was

jamming up on I-25. The light rail slid south toward the Tech Center, carrying

less-stressed employees heading to jobs to fill their days and return home to their

kids.

“Allison?”

GW stepped into her office looking like he’d just walked out of a magazine

shoot, dressed down for credibility—dark jeans, white shirt, navy jacket. It was an

easy, unforced kind of polish he wore now, very different from the mountain-wear

casual of the two years that they were a couple heading for permanence. For a

moment, seeing him in the frame of Denver and sky, she felt the familiar warmth of

old recognition. And even with time and distance, the question lingered: Was I right

to choose a career over love?

But then she caught the distraction behind his eyes and remembered that some

parts of him had gone somewhere she couldn’t follow. There was a little less humor,

and a higher level of intensity, though she didn’t know its name; he wasn’t just

looking at her, he was auditing the room’s frequency.

“You wanted to see me,” he said.

She gestured to the chair across from her. “Close the door?”

He did, then sat, hands loose on his knees, giving her full attention.



“I just got off with Compliance,” she said. “And Legal. And a very nervous federal

liaison who made a point of using the phrase ‘optics’ three times in four minutes.”

“Talios Tactical,” he said. Not a question.

“Talios Tactical,” she confirmed. “Our war toys shop.”

His mouth quirked. “Hypersonic interceptors, autonomous guidance. They

prefer ‘deterrence solutions.’”

She slid the tablet toward him. He didn’t touch it, waiting for her summary

instead. Old habit. Old trust.

“They’re delivering,” she said. “On time, under budget, with performance gains

that make DARPA salivate. On paper, they’re a dream acquisition.”

“And off paper?”

She exhaled. “Off paper, they’re a lawsuit waiting to detonate.”

She watched his face as she laid it out—the anonymous complaints from junior

engineers, the quiet exit of three female project managers in six months, the HR data

point that sick days spiked in only one department whenever a certain director was

in town.

“And this,” she said, tapping one line on the summary, “from a source who

signed her name.”

He picked up the tablet, then scrolled until he found it. Dr. Lena Mireles, VP

Systems Reliability.

“She’s not junior,” he said at last.

“PhD from CalTech,” Allison said. “Systems reliability. Six patents. Only woman

in the executive suite. Smart and impressive.”

“And she’s still there,” he said. “Still participating.”

“That’s what’s eating her alive.” Allison leaned back. “I think she’s enabling it to

survive it.”

He nodded slowly. He could feel a shifting in his chest, a cold, recurring logic

beginning to map Lena Mireles.

“Our federal friend didn’t say ‘fix it or lose the contract,’” Allison said, sliding a

memo from the DOD across the desk. “But he didn’t have to.”

“The TTS board?”



“Thrilled with the numbers. Skeptical of ‘culture handwringing.’” She made air

quotes with one hand, irritation leaking through. “They see Kesslan as a warrior.

Someone who speaks Pentagonese.”

“Marcus Kesslan,” GW said. “Former Marine artillery. Built TTS from nothing.

Likes to tell the story about coding simulations in a Quonset hut.”

“I’ve heard the story,” she said. “Three times. At volume.” She let the frustration

fade, replaced by the cool CEO cadence she’d learned to wear. “If we mishandle this,

we don’t just have a PR mess. We have risk to a multi-billion-dollar contract

portfolio. I am not going to be the woman who let a toxic boys’ club sink this

company because I was afraid to touch a golden boy.”

He watched her with that unsettling calm. To GW, Allison was a “normal”

attempting to use an imperfect moral system to solve what he saw as a high-fidelity

biological problem.

“What does Legal suggest?”

“Policy refresh, targeted trainings, maybe an external consultant.” She rolled

her eyes. “All of which Kesslan and his crew will treat as a joke. They’ll sit through

the PowerPoint, sign the forms, and go back to their strip-club team-building.”

“You think it’s that bad.”

“I think it’s worse,” she said quietly. “The women who reached out to me didn’t

sound dramatic. They sounded defeated.”

He took that in. When he spoke again, his voice softened, the “femme” frequency

vibrating just beneath the surface.

“What do you want, Alli?”

She realized with a small start how long it had been since he’d called her that.

“I want it cleaned up,” she said. “For real. I want TTS to be somewhere my

younger self would have been excited to join, not something she would have

survived. And,” she added, “I want to protect our contracts. We can’t unwind this

empire responsibly if we let one rotten division blow a hole in the hull.”

“There it is,” he said.

“There, what is?”

“The real reason. Protect the mother ship.” No judgment. Just observation. His

hum increased as he saw her motivation as a simple, efficient data point.



“That’s my job, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” he said.

They sat with it for a moment, the office quiet, the city active below them like a

muted circuit board. GW felt the first real push of the mission. He wasn’t just going

to “fix” TTS for Allison. He was going to protect the corporation, her, and the women

at Talios Tactical.
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