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Prologue
I sat at the glass desk in the center of the office. The monitor in front of me displayed a hidden directory on the Cooley Strategic Solutions private server. I had spent six months learning how to bypass the encryption I helped design. The data on the screen moved in real-time. My name was at the top of the browser window. Below it, a series of graphs tracked my biological functions.

My heart rate was seventy-four beats per minute. The system marked the number in green. A small text box at the bottom of the screen categorized my current emotional state as "Compliant." I looked at the sleep logs from the last three years. Arthur had recorded every minute of my restlessness. He had notes on my hormonal cycles. He had cross-referenced my daily caloric intake with my physical output during our tennis matches.

Everything in the penthouse was white, grey, or polished chrome. There were no family photos on the walls. Digital displays showed stock prices and weather patterns in London, Tokyo, and New York. The air conditioning kept the temperature at exactly sixty-eight degrees. I did not feel the cold anymore.

I heard the electronic lock at the front door cycle open. Arthur was home. I closed the browser partition and cleared the history. I stood up and smoothed the fabric of my grey wool skirt. I looked at the black screen of the monitor to check my hair. It was pulled back into a tight bun. Not a single strand was loose.

"Meredith?" Arthur called out.

His voice was steady. It carried from the foyer into the office. I walked into the hallway to meet him. He handed me his briefcase. It was heavy and smelled of treated leather. He did not look at my face. He looked at the tablet in his right hand.

"Your heart rate increased three minutes ago," he said. "The data shows a cortisol surge. Are you experiencing a physical illness?"

I took the briefcase and held it by the handle. My palms remained dry. I focused on keeping my breathing slow and regular. I knew the sensors under the floorboards and the cameras in the corners of the ceiling were sending information to his device.

"I misplaced a file for the upcoming audit," I said. "I found it. The spike was a result of brief frustration."

Arthur looked up from the tablet. His blue eyes were clear. He reached out and touched my jaw with his index finger. He did not stroke my skin. He pressed his fingertip against my pulse point for five seconds.

"Keep your vitals within the target range," he said. "The gala is on Thursday. I need you to be focused. I have adjusted the lighting in the bedroom to trigger a deeper sleep cycle tonight. You require more REM sleep than you achieved last night."

"Thank you, Arthur," I said.

I followed him into the kitchen. He poured a glass of filtered water from the tap. He drank half of it and set the glass on the marble island. The stone was treated with a chemical sealant. It did not absorb moisture.

I watched his back. For ten years, I believed his attention to my health was a form of care. I thought his need for order was a shared professional goal. I had built the image of his company. I had managed his public reputation until he was a powerful figure in the security industry. Now I saw the truth on the server. I was a data acquisition project.

"I scheduled a medical examination for you on Monday," Arthur said. "I want a full blood panel. The projections for the next quarter are high. I cannot have your performance drop."

"I will be there," I said.

I went to the hallway closet. I hung his coat on the third hanger from the left. Every hanger was exactly two inches apart. If I moved one, the proximity sensors would alert his phone.

I realized I was not going to the medical examination. I was not going to the gala. I was going to destroy the systems I had helped him build.

I walked back into the kitchen. Arthur was reading a report on his tablet. He did not look at me.

"Arthur?" I said.

"Yes?"

"I am going to the park for a walk. I need to move."

He checked the screen of his tablet again. He shook his head.

"The humidity is high today," he said. "The air quality index is poor. Stay inside the penthouse. Use the treadmill in the gym if you require exercise."

"I prefer the park," I said.

He looked at me then. It was a long observation. He was looking for a change in my posture or a tremor in my voice. I kept my shoulders straight. I kept my expression neutral.

"Five minutes," he said. "Do not be late for dinner. I ordered salmon. Your nutrient report showed low levels of Omega-3."

"Five minutes," I said.

I walked to the front door. I did not take a coat. I did not take a purse. I had my phone and the encrypted thumb drive I had taken from the server in my pocket. I stepped into the elevator. The doors closed. I watched the numbers on the display change as I descended.

I was thirty-two years old. I had spent my adult life being the person Arthur Cooley designed. I knew how he tracked people. I knew his protocols.

When the elevator reached the lobby, I turned my phone off. I removed the SIM card and dropped it into a trash bin near the concierge desk. The lobby was empty. The marble floor was shiny. The doorman nodded as I passed.

"Good evening, Mrs. Cooley," he said.

I did not answer. I walked through the glass doors and out into the city. The heat was high. The air was thick with exhaust and moisture. I did not perceive it as a threat. It felt real.

I walked toward the subway station. I did not look back at the building. I knew Arthur would be looking at his tablet. He would see my heart rate disappear from the monitor when the connection broke. He would see the icon for my profile turn grey.

He would call the security team. He would check the GPS coordinates. He would find the phone in the trash.

By then, I would be in the tunnels.

I reached the stairs of the station. A man stood near the entrance. He wore a jacket that was frayed at the cuffs. He had not shaved in several days. He held a paper cup. His name was Gabriel St. Jude. I had spent months finding him through anonymous networks. He was the person Arthur had tried to ruin through the courts.

Gabriel looked at me. He did not smile. He did not move toward me.

"You are late," he said.

"I had to wait for the data to sync," I said.

"Do you have it?"

I held up the thumb drive. Gabriel reached for it. I moved my hand back.

"Not here," I said. "And not for free."

"I do not have money, Mrs. Cooley," he said. "Your husband took it all."

"I do not want money," I said. "I want to leave this city. And I want to be the one who ends his control."

Gabriel looked at the drive, then at my face. He stepped to the side and pointed toward the stairs leading down to the trains.

"Follow me," he said.

I stepped into the dark of the station. I was no longer Mrs. Cooley. I was a security breach.

1. The Meredith Dashboard
The blue light from the monitor stayed on my skin. I didn't look away from the screen. Arthur’s private server usually required a physical key and a biometric scan, but he had left the terminal active in his home office. He was currently downstairs, speaking with a potential investor from the Singapore branch. I could hear the low, rhythmic hum of his voice through the floorboards.

On the screen, a window titled 'Subject: Meredith - Optimization Overview' occupied the center of the display. It wasn't a spreadsheet. It was a real-time dashboard. A series of graphs tracked my resting heart rate, my blood pressure, and my sleep stages over the last six months. A red line indicated my cortisol levels. It spiked every Tuesday morning at 10:00 AM, the exact time I chaired the executive board meetings for Cooley Strategic Solutions.

I scrolled down. There were notes attached to the data points.

'March 14: REM sleep deficient. Subject showed 14% increase in verbal resistance during evening briefing. Adjust thermostat to 66 degrees. Supplement evening tea with L-Theanine.'

'April 2: Cycle day 12. Estrogen peak. Subject high receptivity. Initiate acquisition talk for New Delhi contract.'

I didn't move. I didn't breathe harder. I watched the live feed of my own heart rate on the screen. It sat at sixty-four beats per minute. I looked at the pulse oximeter ring on my right hand. I had worn it for three years because Arthur told me it was a prototype for the company's new wellness division. He said he wanted me to test the ergonomics. I was the face of the brand. I had to be the gold standard of the Cooley lifestyle.

I was a data set.

The door to the office opened. The sound of the latch was precise. Arthur didn't stumble. He didn't rush. He walked to the desk and stood behind the leather chair. He looked at the screen, then he looked at me. He didn't look guilty. He didn't look surprised. He looked like a scientist observing a predictable reaction in a lab.

"You weren't supposed to see the raw data yet, Meredith," Arthur said. His voice was steady. "The interface is still in the beta stage. It’s a bit cluttered for a general user."

"You’re tracking my hormones to decide when to talk to me about business," I said. My voice was as flat as his. I felt a strange, heavy stillness in my limbs.

"I’m managing our environment," he corrected. He moved around the desk and reached out to touch the ring on my finger. I pulled my hand back. He let his arm drop to his side. "Our lives are complicated. You handle the logistics of the firm, and I handle the stability of the home. If I know you’re tired before you even feel it, I can prevent an argument. I can make your life easier."

"You aren't making my life easier, Arthur. You’re hacking it."

"I’m optimizing it," he said. He leaned over and typed a command into the keyboard. The dashboard minimized. "The Singapore deal went through. They loved the presentation you wrote. You should be proud. Your performance metrics are the highest they’ve been in three years."

He walked to the window and looked out at the city. The lights of the skyline reflected in the glass. He didn't turn around.

"Go to bed, Meredith. You have a long day tomorrow. I’ve already set the humidifier for the optimal setting. You’ll feel better in the morning."

I stood up. I didn't say anything else. I walked out of the office and down the hall to the master suite. The air in the room felt thin. I went to the bathroom and closed the door. I sat on the edge of the marble tub. I didn't cry. I didn't have the energy for it.

I looked at my reflection. I had spent ten years building Arthur’s empire. I had scrubbed his reputation when he was a mid-tier security consultant with a temper. I had ghostwritten his books. I had designed the sleek, minimalist aesthetic of the Cooley brand. I had turned myself into the perfect wife so he could become the perfect CEO.

I realized then that I wasn't his partner. I was his most successful product.

I took the ring off my finger. I placed it on the counter. Then I picked up my phone. I didn't call a lawyer. Arthur owned the lawyers. I didn't call the police. Arthur sat on the board of the city's police foundation.

I opened a private browser. I logged into a secondary server I had set up two years ago under the name of a shell company. I had been siphoning small percentages of the 'marketing fees' from the New York office. It was a contingency plan I hadn't thought I would ever use. I thought I was just being thorough. I was a Cooley, after all. We planned for every risk.

I looked at the balance. Four hundred thousand dollars. It wasn't enough to disappear forever, but it was enough to start the move.

I typed a single line into the command prompt: 'Initiate protocol 0.'

The script began to run. It wouldn't delete the company's files. Not yet. It would just begin to scramble the biometric correlations in Arthur’s private dashboard. Tomorrow, when he checked his screen, it would tell him I was calm when I was angry. It would tell him I was sleeping when I was awake.

I put the phone in my pocket and walked back into the bedroom. Arthur was already in bed. He was reading a report on a tablet. He didn't look up when I got under the covers.

"Did you leave the ring in the bathroom?" he asked.

"The charging port felt loose," I said. "I’ll fix it tomorrow."

"Good," he said. He reached over and adjusted the pillow behind my head. "Rest, Meredith. You need it."

I closed my eyes. I didn't sleep. I counted my heartbeats in the dark. I didn't need a dashboard to tell me they were getting faster.

The next morning, the penthouse was silent. Arthur had left for a 6:00 AM breakfast meeting. I went to the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee. I didn't use the smart mug that tracked my caffeine intake. I used a plain ceramic one from the back of the cupboard.

I sat at the breakfast bar and opened my laptop. I had three hours before my first meeting. I spent the first hour mapping out Arthur’s digital footprint. He was a man of systems. If you broke one gear, the whole machine ground to a halt.

I found the entry point for the 'Optimization Protocol.' It was buried deep in the company’s HR software. It wasn't just me. He was tracking the top tier of his management team. He was monitoring their stress levels, their locations, even their grocery deliveries. He was building a predictive model for human behavior.

I heard the elevator chime. That was unusual. Arthur wasn't supposed to be back for hours.

I closed the laptop and stood up as the doors opened. It wasn't Arthur. It was a man I hadn't seen in three years. He was wearing a worn canvas jacket and jeans. His hair was longer than it had been, and he looked like he hadn't slept in a week.

Gabriel St. Jude.

He stood in the entryway, looking at the high ceilings and the white furniture. He looked out of place in the sterile perfection of the room.

"The security downstairs is a joke, Meredith," Gabriel said. He didn't move toward me. He stayed by the elevator. "Arthur spends millions on encryption, but the night guard still uses his birthday as a passcode."

"You shouldn't be here, Gabriel," I said. "Arthur has a restraining order against you. If the internal cameras pick you up, the police will be here in four minutes."

"The cameras are on a loop," Gabriel said. He held up a small black device. "I’ve been watching the data stream for an hour. You’ve been busy. Protocol 0 is a bold move for a woman who usually follows the rules."

I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. "How do you have access to my private server?"

"I didn't access your server. I accessed Arthur’s. I’ve been looking for a way back into his system since he burned my firm to the ground. I saw the dashboard, Meredith. I saw what he’s doing to you."

He took a step forward.

"I don't want to save you," Gabriel said. "I want to break him. And you’re the only person who has the keys to the vault. I have the network he can't track. You have the data that will ruin him. We can both walk away, but only if we burn the bridge behind us."

I looked at the empty spot on my finger where the ring used to be. I looked at the man who had lost everything because he tried to outsmart my husband.

"He’s filing for a conservatorship," Gabriel added. "I saw the legal drafts in his 'To-Do' folder this morning. He’s going to claim you’re mentally unstable. He’s going to use your own biometric spikes as evidence of a breakdown. You don't have weeks. You have days."

I looked at the coffee in my cup. It was cold.

"What do you need from me?" I asked.

Gabriel smiled, but there was no warmth in it. "I need the encryption keys for the company’s offshore accounts. And I need you to stop being Mrs. Cooley."

"I’m already working on that," I said.
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