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My name is Dawn Mercer. There’s a decent chance you’ve already heard of me, if you read any of the big magazines or newspapers (what are you, eighty years old?) or spend much time on tech or energy social media, or even feminist social media for that matter. Not that I am some fire-breathing man-hater, far from it. But the feminists do love me, for reasons that will become obvious. Forty-six years old, CEO of Helios Dynamics, the second largest publicly-traded clean-energy and batter-storage company in the United States, a company known for its grid-scale innovations, a company hailed by the legacy media as ‘the one that might save the world,’ a company I founded in my parents’ garage twenty-five years ago. Not exactly Jeff Bezos, but close enough for me. 

Certainly helping my media presence was the fact that I was such a danged looker, even approaching my late forties. Mine was a beauty both immediate and enduring, the sort that doesn’t rely on spectacle so much as balance. It was a beauty that easily attracted my husband way back all those yonder years ago, but it wasn’t enough to hold him, as he left me for a younger model just before our company hit the stratosphere (sucks to be him, now that I was nearly a billionaire). It was a beauty I’d passed on to all three of my kids, the oldest of which was mid-twenties, the youngest of which was just starting college. Gracing the cover of many a tech magazine was my heart-shaped symmetrical face, warmed by full cheeks, a straight delicate nose, and lovely smallish lips always on the verge of a wise smile. My eyes were dark, expressive, alert, mysterious I’d been told, and my dark hair—only just beginning to go gray—framed my face with a natural richness, accentuating my luminous skin. I would say I carried an unforced grace, not least because when I was in the room, people tended to listen to me. Over time, that beauty matured rather than faded, gaining depth, confidence, and poise, especially as I got richer and richer. 

Got all that? I’m easy on the eyes, is what I’m getting at. No reason to be artificially humble about it. 

Back to my company. It was a global worldwide leader in its industry, a true powerhouse, a glittering example of the best parts of capitalism, and I was about to lose it all. I was a barracuda in the tech landscape, but in the financial world, there were great whites out there. My personal great white came in the form of Blackwell Capital, a predatory private-equity firm who got a sudden hard-on for Helios a few months back. I don’t know, maybe the oil companies paid them to take us out. It genuinely wouldn’t surprise me. But they were coming for us, and they were coming for us hard. The technocrat publications would have you believe that predatory private equity is a boogeyman perpetrated by the socialist commie pinko leftists in this country. Maybe that’s true to a degree, maybe they overstate how predatory capital can be... but it’s definitely real. It’s a boogeyman of flesh and blood, as I had been finding out to my extreme detriment recently. 

I don’t want to overstate. When I say ‘lose it all,’ don’t take me wrong, I was still going to be filthy-mega-double-plus-ultra-rich. But they were gonna take my baby. They were gonna Rumpelstiltskin my ass, and there certainly appeared to be not all that much I can do about it. Maybe to the average person, that may not seem like much. It was a lot to me. You might be saying ‘boo hoo little rich white lady, some company wants to come along and make you even more rich, but you can’t have your precious company.’ To that, I say... yeah. It means a lot to me. When your material needs are all taken care of, you find other things to care about. And this one is mine. If that seems spoiled or entitled or whatever, fair enough. I didn’t ask you to like me. 

Call me a control freak if you must, type A, whatever it is, I don’t know, that’s something for the psychiatrists to decide. But, in spite of running a gigantic company, I had never had a personal assistant. I had never had a personal assistant, that is, until now. The looming takeover was finally enough to convince me that, maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t a job I could handle myself, and it wouldn’t be a terrible idea to have somebody who could take care of my light work while I did whatever I could to fend off Blackwell at least for as long as possible. 

That assistant came to me in the form of Piper Reyes. 

She was twenty-two years old, fresh out of one of the fancy colleges and full of ambition that reminded me of me about two decades back. She had a presence about her that felt bright and self-possessed, as if the light gathered naturally around her. Her face was defined by strong, expressive features: dark, attentive eyes set beneath gently arched brows, and a gaze full of equal parts curiosity and confidence. Her dark hair, shoulder length and wavy, framed her gorgeous face, emphasizing her youth and beauty. Her high cheekbones and clear, even complexion gave her an almost sculptural clarity, while her youth and maturity beyond her years lent her appearance both openness and resolve. She seemed to still be growing into a natural elegance, one that suggested wealth and power, though she’d been born to an immigrant Mexican family in southern Texas. She was model-pretty, the kind of person you just couldn’t help but look at even if you weren’t attracted to women, but what I found most magnetic about her was the fact that she’d come from nothing and she had that sort of ambition that would drive her to take over the world someday. Like I said, reminded me of me at that age. 

To be clear, I wasn’t attracted to women, but it was hard not to feel a little hot under the collar when she looked at you. As much as I told myself that was wrong, as much as I told myself I was old enough to be her mother, still. There was just something about Piper Reyes that just made it hard to look away. 

She was immediately a great help to me, doing all the things a good assistant should do—scheduling meetings and appointments, fielding calls from my kids and my ex-husband (he still called sometimes, hoping I’d take him back for the money now, I imagine, the pathetic worm), preparing briefing documents, managing my calendar, getting us coffee, all those sorts of things. She quickly proved to be much more than simply a good secretary, though. She was an excellent organizer, a talented researcher, and a surprisingly effective sounding board. She had a mind for strategy and a way of looking at problems that was both creative and logical, and I found myself relying on her more and more, not just for day-to-day logistics, but for real advice and counsel. She was, I realized, a genuine asset, not just a convenience. She had a good head on her shoulders, and I was genuinely impressed with how quickly she was learning the business and how well she was integrating herself into my life. She was a natural. I’d definitely made the right choice.

I was in my office late one night, pouring over the latest hostile communiques from Blackwell. They were never outwardly hostile, of course, couched as they were in all the pleasant passive aggressive legalese they always used right before they slit your throat. I thought they ought to have been sent to me in the cutout magazine letters of a hostage note; that would have at least been honest. 

My office was gigantic; maybe cavernous was a better word. The nerve center of Helios took up four floors near the top of a skyscraper in the downtown of our city, and my office occupied fully a sixth of the highest of those floors. I was a humble boss, a true woman of the people in most ways, but I’d dreamed of having a gigantic corner office with an ocean view since I was a little girl, so it was the one asshole rich person luxury I permitted myself in the workplace. It was all modern chic, marble walls and metallic and glass furniture and, let’s be honest, a ton of wasted floor space. Wasted space in the city was conspicuous consumption; it was a sign you’d made it. Outside the window, the city glittered and the ocean sparkled far beyond, reflecting the moonlight and the stars and the oscillating lights of the ships far off in the distance. 

That was my main office, at least. I’d commandeered the one next door as well, for use as a makeshift bedroom. The looming takeover had led me to a habit of spending more than a few nights in the office. There was an adjacent bathroom, where we’d had a full shower and tub installed, larger than that in most middle-class houses (okay, give me one more luxury). Throw in a kitchenette, and it was a decent enough home away from home. 

I was standing in front of my desk, across from my own chair, staring down at the Blackwell documents as if they were somehow going to change if I glared at them hard enough. Of course, they didn’t. The bastards were getting close. They were tightening the noose. I was wearing one of my finest business outfits that day—a fitted black skirt suit and a white silk blouse, looking for all the world like the powerful CEO I was supposed to be. I felt powerful, but I also felt cornered. That skirt suit and blouse might as well have been prison stripes, for all the freedom I felt in that moment. 

The door opened behind me, and I could hear Piper’s heels crossing the distance between us. We had found such a rhythm with each other that I could tell it was her, simply by her perfect graceful stride
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