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The bar
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That evening, exactly thirty days before her world shattered, Victoria pushed open the heavy oak door of the bar. A wave of stagnant air hit her face, carrying the sharp bite of ginger, stale draft beer, and fading cheap deodorant. Inside, the dim lighting cast long shadows over a lukewarm hive of patrons, most of them bathed in the pale, isolating glow of their smartphone screens. A sharp knot of exhaustion pulled tight between her shoulder blades, a physical reminder of her grueling workday. She let her gaze sweep over the crowded tables until it snagged on him.
Tom sat in the corner, oblivious to her arrival, yet demanding the room's attention just by existing. He was exactly like his digital footprint, only devastatingly worse in the flesh. His shoulders stretched the fabric of his dark shirt, broad and imposing, looking like a man chiseled out of marble for a high-fashion campaign that hadn't yet been announced. A cynical smirk tugged at the corner of Victoria's mouth. Of course he was real; with her abysmal luck, the first seemingly sane guy she matched with had to be a walking fantasy, making him objectively suspicious.

Tom finally lifted his eyes from his glowing screen. The split-second his gaze locked onto hers, the bored neutrality melted into a predatory flash, before smoothing out into a disarming, softer charm. He pushed himself up, the metal legs of his chair dragging a harsh scrape across the tiled floor.

— So it’s you, he murmured.

His voice was a deep, gravelly hum vibrating with amusement.

— I’d bet money on a more exhausted version. You look significantly more dangerous in real life.

Victoria smiled, keeping her lips pressed tight to hide her teeth.

— And I fully expected to find you already shirtless, just like in your photos, to bless the entire room with the view. Out of pure, selfless generosity, of course.

He extended his hand, and she took it. His grip was firm, lingering a heartbeat too long for strangers, carrying just enough friction to spark the heavy air between them.

— Tom.

— Victoria.

— Go ahead and sit down, you little uptight corporate princess, he said.

His eyes gleamed with the calculated mischief of a man testing the exact breaking point of boundaries. Victoria’s eyebrow arched upward, the skin around her eyes tightening.

— Excuse me?

Tom leaned forward, planting his forearms on the sticky tabletop and interlacing his fingers in a mock display of gravity.

— Don’t play dumb. I saw those offsite team-building photos. You’re always planted in the front row, flashing that flawless smile, wearing a tailored blazer with a champagne flute fused to your hand.

He tilted his head, studying her.

— You look like the type who laughs at all the boss’s terrible jokes and sends emails riddled with semicolons. But behind closed doors, you’re an absolute final boss, a nightmare who crushes everyone's balls.

A sharp, sudden laugh tore free from her throat before she could swallow it down. It was a raw, genuine sound that instantly shattered the rigid exhaustion clinging to her spine.

— Wow. You just recited my annual performance review word for word, she said, leaning back into her chair. Did someone grant you admin access to my HR file?

Tom offered a careless shrug, letting a mask of false modesty slip over his features.

— I do my homework. What do you have on me, aside from a profile excessively generous with shirtless thirst traps?

She let her eyes drag over him with deliberate, agonizing slowness, tracking the path from the dark cotton clinging to his chest up to the faint, steady pulse throbbing at the base of his neck.

— With a sculpted Apollo body like that, I can only assume you spend your days signing for registered packages full of wet panties. Subtle little invitations from your devoted admirers to shift into a higher gear.

A genuine, booming laugh erupted from Tom’s chest, loud enough to make the couple at the adjacent table snap their heads around.

— Soiled panties delivered by mail... alright, I’m officially keeping that one, he said, closing the distance across the table. Honestly, it’s mostly just badly spelled DMs and a few photos I shouldn't be opening without legal counsel present.

— You poor baby, Victoria cooed, dripping with mock sympathy. Sexually harassed by your own fanbase.

— I’ll survive. Especially if my new chief stalker manages to show up on time for our dates.

He tapped the dark screen of his phone, lighting up the time.

— Twenty-three minutes late, for the record.

— That’s just my personal screening process to test your motivation. You know, end-level boss behavior.

A waiter materialized beside their table to take the drink order. Tom raised his hand to pause the man, and the subtle movement caught the dim overhead light. That was the exact moment Victoria saw it.

The ink.

A tiny, grinning pirate skull topped with a bandana rested over two crossed femurs. The pitch-black lines stood out violently against his olive skin, stamped right into the tender triangle of flesh between the base of his left thumb and index finger. The macabre little face shifted slightly as his tendons moved.

Victoria’s ears rang, tuning out whatever he was saying to the waiter. Her brain froze, snapping a permanent mental photograph of the mark.

— What is that? she asked.

She jerked her chin toward his hand. Tom dropped his gaze to his own skin, feigning the innocent surprise of a man discovering the ink at the exact same moment she did.

— This? Oh, nothing fatal. Just a standard health warning for users.

Her eyes narrowed into sharp slits.

— You tattooed a health warning on your hand?

He deliberately laid his wrist flat on the table, pushing the skull into the center of their shared space.

— You know those gruesome warnings they print on cigarette packs? Like, smoking kills. This is the upgraded version. Attachment seriously damages your mental health.

— Charming, she breathed, her gaze refusing to detach from the skull. Why there? It’s literally the most conspicuous place you could pick.

Tom flashed that lopsided half-smile she recognized from his profile, but the physical version radiated a dark, magnetic danger no camera could capture.

— That’s exactly the point. It’s there to do a job. Spark interest. Trigger a conversation.

He let the silence stretch out, his dark eyes boring directly into hers.

— It clearly works.

Victoria exhaled a sharp breath through her nose, shaking her head as a reluctant smile fought its way onto her face.

— So, you permanently branded yourself with a cheesy pirate just to manipulate girls into talking to you?

— Hey, he protested, pressing a hand to his chest in fake outrage. This pirate has secured me way more dates than my master's degree in finance. Respect the branding.

She let out a full, unguarded laugh, the remaining tension draining away as she slumped against the wooden backrest of her chair.

— You know what? I think I actually prefer knowing you’re a calculating strategist rather than spontaneous. At least it’s honest.

Tom lifted his glass toward her, angling his hand so the tiny pirate skull pointed straight at her chest like a loaded gun.

— To the uptight corporate princess, radiating smiles in public but ruling as the end-level boss in private.

— To the sculpted Apollo hoarding wet panties and marketing tattoos.

They clinked their glasses. The sharp chime of crystal sliced through the air. For a fleeting handful of minutes, the sticky bar, the glowing screens, and the rest of the world evaporated into nothingness. All that remained was the electric pull of their banter, the heat of the room, and that tiny black skull stamped on Tom’s left hand— a mark already burning itself permanently into the center of Victoria's memory.
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The office
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Albert’s office smelled of ozone, synthetic lemon, and formaldehyde. The air circulated through a filtration system so powerful it produced a low, continuous hum— a deep vibration that resonated directly in the jawbone of anyone who crossed the threshold.
Behind the vast desk, Albert wasn't moving. His torso leaned forward, his nose hovering only a few inches from the surface. Between his thumb and index finger, he pinched a square of cobalt-blue microfiber. With surgical slowness, he slid the cloth over a microscopic smudge, the ghostly residue of a fingerprint left there by a careless secretary three hours earlier. His wrist traced small, perfect, mechanical circles. The nail of his index finger lightly scraped the glass, producing a sharp screech that froze the silence in the room.

On the other side of the glass door, Victoria stopped.

Her leather soles gripped the polished linoleum of the hallway. A familiar, persistent acid burn crawled up her esophagus. She swallowed hard. The leather strap of her briefcase dug deeply into her right shoulder, but her fingers refused to loosen their grip. Her knuckles had turned a waxy white. A thin film of cold sweat chilled the back of her neck, plastering a few stray hairs to her skin.

She drew a slow breath, forcing her lungs to sync with the rhythm of the artificial ventilation. A grimace briefly stretched the corner of her lower lip, a pathetic mental barrier against the lead weight crushing her stomach.

Her smartwatch vibrated once against the taut skin of her wrist, a brief red blink at the edge of the screen: High Stress – Breathe for 1 min. She hit dismiss without even reading the rest. The "Wellness & Performance – Track your health goals!" program, launched three years ago by HR, stubbornly insisted on reminding her she was a biological organism before being a spreadsheet. She had never taken the time to uninstall the app, just as she had never read the terms and conditions.

She raised her fist and rapped twice against the glass.

Albert didn’t flinch. He didn’t even look up. He folded his microfiber square edge to edge into a perfectly symmetrical rectangle before slipping it into the top drawer of his pedestal file, which clicked shut with a muffled snap. Only then did his chin lift. His pupils locked onto Victoria.

— Come in, but don't brush against the doorframe. It was treated with polymer this morning.

Albert’s voice was metallic, stripped of any modulation. Victoria turned the aluminum handle. The friction of her own shoes against the floor sounded deafening to her ears. She took three steps forward, stopping exactly on the invisible border every employee knew: the exact line where the charcoal carpet transitioned into floating hardwood.

— Good morning, Albert. The Merlin file is closed for the approach phase.

— You’re breathing through your mouth, Victoria. You’re spraying moisture particles directly onto my screens.

Victoria slowly clamped her jaw shut. Her back teeth ground together. She blinked— a single, heavy, agonizingly slow flutter. A dull pulse began throbbing against her right temple, syncing perfectly with the ticking second hand of the brushed aluminum wall clock behind Albert.

— Sorry, she murmured, forcing the air strictly through her nostrils. I ran all the way from the parking lot.

— Agitation is the enemy of hygiene, he said, meticulously aligning his stapler with the edge of his mouse pad. Do you know how many skin flakes a body sheds when its heart rate exceeds one hundred and ten beats per minute? It’s an ideal breeding ground for bacteria.

Victoria sought her boss’s gaze, but he remained entirely focused on the exact spacing between his two fountain pens.

She let her heavy briefcase slide off her shoulder onto the visitor's chair, taking obsessive care not to let the metal feet scrape the floor. Her slightly trembling fingers manipulated the brass clasps. The metallic click-clack echoed like gunshots in the sterilized space. She pulled out a scarlet cardboard folder.

— Sauroines, she announced, forcing a deep, steady resonance into her voice. Or Project Merlin, if you still prefer Secret Service-style codenames for supermarket cleaning contracts.

Albert’s eyes finally left his pens and drilled into Victoria's. The silence stretched. One second. Two seconds. Victoria felt the blood rushing to her cheeks, an uncomfortable heat prickling beneath her skin. Her fingernails dug into her palms, carving invisible white half-moons into her flesh. She held his stare, morphing her face into a marble mask. Cynicism was her only armor in this clinical bunker.

— Never underestimate the war on filth, Victoria, he replied, steepling his hands beneath his chin. Sauroines is fifty-two superstores. Thirty million square feet of PVC tiles, subjected daily to the assault of muddy soles, spilled liquids, and unidentified bodily fluids. It’s a war zone. And we are the trench sweepers.

— And I brought the nuclear weapon, she shot back.

She slid the red folder across the glass desk. The cardboard grazed the surface with a soft hiss. The folder came to a halt exactly four inches from Albert’s hands.

— I presented the final offer to their purchasing director this morning. A fourteen percent discount on night shifts, in exchange for a firm sixty-month commitment. I gutted the competition. Our night crews will deploy the new line of enzymatic detergents, the ones you personally tested.

Albert lowered his eyes to the red folder. He didn't open it. His right index finger slowly tapped the tempered glass. Tap. Tap. Tap. Every strike made a muscle twitch in Victoria's jaw. The acid burn in her stomach intensified, threatening to curdle into nausea. She exhaled imperceptibly through her nose, fighting off a dizzying urge to sit down. Her knees felt like they could buckle at any moment.

— A discount, he finally said, letting the word roll over his tongue as if it were spoiled produce. An unbeatable offer.

— Literally unbeatable. They pay market price for the first three years, and we crush their fixed costs for the last two. They cannot refuse. It’s mathematical.

— Mathematical.

Albert finally reached out. His pale fingers, the nails clipped so short the raw pink flesh was visible, pinched the edge of the folder. He opened it. The paper crinkled. Victoria watched her boss’s rapid eye movements scanning the digits, the margins, the intervention clauses.

The ventilation continued its hollow hum. Victoria felt a single, ice-cold drop of sweat break free from her hairline and trace a slow path down her cheek. She didn't dare raise a hand to wipe it, terrified of triggering another lecture about her perspiration. She locked her eyes on the fluorescent tube reflections bouncing off Albert’s receding hairline.

— It’s a capitulation, Albert whispered suddenly.

Victoria blinked. The air in the room seemed to thin out brutally, vacuuming up all available oxygen. Her chest seized mid-breath.

— Excuse me?

— It’s not an offer, Victoria. It’s a genuflection.

He raised his head. His face had turned to stone. His nostrils were slightly pinched.

— I don't understand, Victoria tried to reply, her voice wavering for a fraction of a second before she wrestled it back into place. The volume offsets the discount. We recoup the equipment costs over the first two years. That’s the strategy we...

— I read the numbers!

Albert's voice cracked like a whip. Victoria felt her shoulders violently jerk upward— a pure, instinctive defense mechanism. The echo of his shout ricocheted off the glass panes and bare walls.

Albert stood up slowly. The leather of his three-thousand-dollar ergonomic chair groaned under his shifting weight. He planted both hands flat on the glass desk, leaning forward. His shadow stretched across the floor, cast by the surgical overhead light.

— You gave them a bargain, Victoria. You placed the file on the table, you smiled, and you waited for them to validate it, like a rug merchant liquidating her stock before the rain.

— I negotiated a three-million-dollar contract, Albert. My shirt has been soaked in sweat since six this morning. I spent four weeks building this...

— Did you get their signature this morning? he cut her off, his voice dropping a full octave, vibrating with caged tension.

Victoria's jaw unclenched. Her mind went entirely blank. She stared at her boss’s motionless hands plastered against the glass.

— They... the executive committee meets on Thursday for final approval. It’s the standard procedure at Sauroines.

Albert let out a dry, abrupt laugh, sounding exactly like a spray bottle of glass cleaner.

— The procedure. Of course. And you, you agreed to wait. You laid down your weapons, polished your shoes, and walked out of their boardroom hoping they’d call you back.

The vice around Victoria’s throat tightened. Her lungs burned. She wanted to fire back, to deploy one of her usual caustic remarks to defuse Albert’s madness, to humorously tell him to back off, but her vocal cords refused to cooperate. The exhaustion was catching up to her, heavy and crushing, devouring the sarcasm that usually served as her shield. Her arms fell limply to her sides, weighed down by a sudden, absolute fatigue.

Albert stared at her. His pupils were pinned.



The silence that followed didn’t really last. It began to vibrate.

Not an empty silence, but a silence stretched as tight as a live wire about to snap, buzzing with a nearly imperceptible hum. Victoria felt the noise in her teeth before she actually heard it. It settled behind her ears, crept up her neck, and dug its claws into the base of her skull.

Albert had stopped moving entirely.

His hands were still splayed flat on the desk, fingers spread with geometric precision. His knuckles whitened slightly under the pressure. His shoulders, however, were frozen solid. Locked. As if every muscle had been bolted into place.

Victoria knew this exact moment.

The moment he recalculated.

She drew a slow breath through her nose, but the air felt insufficient, too dry, almost abrasive. Her tongue glued itself to the roof of her mouth. She swallowed, failing to summon any moisture.

— So, Albert resumed softly.

His voice had changed.

It had smoothed out. Sterilized. Far too clean.

— If I understand correctly... you walked out of that meeting without a signature.

Every word was detached. Weighed. Placed with clinical precision.

Victoria gave a slight nod.

That simple movement made her neck feel like it was grinding from the inside out.

— The validation process— 

— No.

Albert raised a finger.

Just one.

And everything stopped.

The gesture wasn’t abrupt. On the contrary. It was slow. Deliberate. But it severed her sentence like a scalpel.

— We are not going to hide behind hollow words like "process," Victoria. We are going to speak in concrete terms.

He straightened up slightly. Not entirely. Just enough to lift a fraction of his weight off the desk. His hands dragged a fraction of an inch across the glass, emitting a high-pitched squeak.

Victoria felt her shoulders flinch against her will.

— Concrete terms, he continued, are very simple. You were sitting across from a decision-maker.

— Yes.

— A decision-maker with a budget.

— Yes.

— An identified need.

— Yes.

— And you left... without a commitment.

He paused.

The ticking of the wall clock suddenly sounded massive. Every passing second slammed like a hammer into Victoria’s temple.

— Explain that to me.

Victoria opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

A violent wave of heat rushed to her face, then instantly retreated, leaving behind a bizarre, frigid sensation— as if her skin had been briefly scorched and then plunged into freezing air.

— They can't sign off alone, she finally said. There's a committee, internal validations, they're a retail chain, not a small business— 

— Wrong answer.

Albert straightened up completely this time.

The leather chair groaned behind him. He slowly walked around the desk.

Victoria instantly felt the shift.

The distance.

Shrinking.

Every step Albert took on the hardwood produced a dull, rhythmic thud. Perfectly controlled. He stopped less than three feet from her.

Too close.

She caught a very faint scent— antiseptic soap, alcohol, something deeply medical. So aggressively clean it stung.

— Wrong answer, he repeated. Because you are describing how they operate. Not your job.

His eyes drilled into hers.

Unblinking. Static.

Victoria felt her own eyelids suddenly turn heavy as lead, as if a single blink required a disproportionate, exhausting amount of energy.

— Your job is to ensure that their "process" becomes a mere formality. Not an excuse.

He tilted his head slightly.

— Do you know how we do that?

Victoria didn't answer.

Her fingers slowly curled inward against her thigh, crumpling the fabric of her trousers under the tightening grip.

— We lock it down, Albert said.

He raised his hand and carved a series of precise, almost choreographed gestures in the air.

— We identify the pain point. We amplify the need. We reduce the perceived risk. And above all...

He stopped.

A microscopic smile crept onto his face.

Not warm. Not at all.

Something dry. Strictly functional.

— We create urgency.

Victoria felt her stomach violently twist into a knot. Albert stood right in front of her, almost frozen mid-gesture, looking as though he had just cast a dark spell. We create urgency...

— I did that, she replied. They are facing a major issue with maintenance costs, pressure on their margins, and— 

— No.

The word dropped like a guillotine.

Albert took another step forward.

Victoria instinctively retreated half a step. Her heel bumped against the metal leg of the chair behind her. The dull impact shot up her calf like an electric jolt.

— You presented, he said. You did not sell.

He raised his hand, palm open, as if demonstrating a concept to a child.

— Presenting is reciting. Selling is extracting a yes.

His gaze dragged up and down her frame. Not the way a man looks at a person. The way an auditor assesses a defective asset.

— Do you understand the difference?

The question hung in the sterile air. Victoria felt her molars grind together. A tiny muscle spasmed uncontrollably just beneath her left eye.

— Yes.

— No.

Albert gave a microscopic shake of his head.

— If you understood it, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

Silence. Then, he exhaled. Not a sigh of fatigue. A breath of weaponized, calculated disappointment.

— Let’s start over from the beginning. Level one.

The word "level" lingered in the air, dripping with condescension.

— Let us imagine, Albert continued, that you are facing a hesitant client.

He began to pace slowly in front of her, mimicking a professor lecturing a failing student.

— What do you do?

Victoria answered mechanically, her throat tight:

— I reframe their needs, I reinforce the value proposition, I— 

— No.

Again. Always that same tone. Flat. Absolute. Albert stopped pacing.

— You ask a firm question.

Victoria blinked, the dry air stinging her corneas.

— Excuse me?

— A question. Closed-ended. One that demands a commitment.

He crossed his arms over his tailored chest.

— "If I can guarantee an immediate twelve percent reduction in your operational costs, are we moving forward together today?"

He stared her down.

— Do you see the difference?

Victoria felt the blood pounding against her temples.

— That’s... basic, Albert.

— Exactly.

The smile returned. Sharper this time. Like a razor blade slipping from a sleeve.

— Basic.

He took another step closer, invading her space.

— And yet, clearly, it escapes you.

The sentence hung there, heavy and suffocating. Victoria felt something inside her hairline fracture. Not a full shatter yet. But a structural weakness giving way under immense pressure. She inhaled. Too fast. The over-filtered air rushed harshly into her lungs, triggering a dry cough that she instantly choked down.

— I wasn't dealing with a junior buyer, she said, her voice dropping a register. He’s a group purchasing director. He doesn't sign under direct pressure, he— 
— Everyone signs under pressure.
Albert didn’t raise his voice by a single decibel. But he stretched every syllable until it felt like a physical weight.

— The only question is: do you know how to forge that pressure?

He leaned into her personal space, his eyes dead and unblinking.

— Or do you just sit there, politely waiting for someone to grant you a yes?

Victoria felt the tips of her fingers vibrate. A tiny, almost imperceptible tremor. She clenched her fists tighter. Her manicured nails bit deep into her palms. The sharp, localized pain anchored her to reality.

— I secured the groundwork, she said. They are sold on our solution.
— "Sold."
Albert repeated the word as if tasting poison on his tongue.

— Fascinating.

He straightened up.

— You use vocabulary designed to give yourself the illusion of control.

He made a dismissive circular motion with his hand.

— "Sold." "Unbeatable." "Approved on Thursday."

He drove his gaze into hers like a nail.

— But in reality?

He let the silence stretch out, twisting the knife.

— You have nothing.

The word hit the floor like an anvil. Victoria felt a brutal vacuum open up in her stomach, a sickening drop as if the hardwood had vanished beneath her shoes.

— I have an extremely high probability of a signature.
— A probability?
Albert nodded with agonizing slowness.

— So, still nothing.

He turned his back to her and glided back toward the desk. Every footstep was calculated to the millimeter. He picked up the red folder, snapped it shut with a sharp flick of his wrist, and tapped it twice against the glass to perfectly align its edges.

— Do you know what I see, Victoria?

She didn't answer. Her jaw was locked.

— I see someone who works very hard.

He looked up through his sparse lashes.

— Who knows her products.

A fractional pause.

— Who is... invested.

Another pause. Then:

— But who does not know how to close.

The sentence slid out slowly, wrapped in a deceptive softness. That exact softness made the blow devastating. Victoria felt her throat constrict, squeezing off her airway. Her lips parted slightly, but her vocal cords paralyzed. Her heart rate spiked brutally. Sprinting in her chest. Every violent pump slammed against her temples.

— And in this industry, Albert continued smoothly, someone who cannot close...

He offered a microscopic shrug.

— Is an expense.

The word hung in the air. Victoria felt the flush return to her cheeks, but this time it was laced with something freezing. Something rigid and brittle. Her shoulders squared up. Not out of confidence. Pure reflex. The primal reaction of a body refusing to collapse.

— I built the biggest deal of the year, she said, her cadence slowing down. And you are speaking to me as if I botched a cold call.

Albert stared at her. A long, suffocating pause. He offered nothing.

This silence felt different. Less sterile. Thicker. Something predatory was shifting beneath the surface. But he didn't let up. Not yet.

— Precisely, he finally murmured.

Icily calm.

— The bigger the deal...

He placed the folder precisely back onto the glass.

— The more unforgivable the failure.

Victoria felt her diaphragm seize for a fraction of a second. Then it restarted. Jagged and uneven. She said nothing. But her entire body was screaming for her now. Her shoulders locked. Her neck cords pulled tight. Her fingers clawed inward. And her stare. Piercing. Refusing to drop. The thin veneer of corporate normalcy had entirely vanished. Completely. And what rushed in to replace it was no longer professional. It was something else. Something fiercely personal.

Something dangerous.



Something snapped.

Not a clean break. Not a loud pop. More like a tectonic shift. Like a shelf of black ice silently detaching before plummeting all at once.

Victoria stood perfectly still for one heartbeat too long. Her eyes never left Albert, but the fear had bled out of them. They were no longer defensive. No longer calculating. Just a hollow, dangerous fixity.

The drone of the air purifier seemed to crank up a notch, or perhaps it was just her own blood roaring in her ears. Her temples throbbed with a bruising rhythm. Every pulse pumped a wave of raw heat right behind her retinas.

She drew a breath. The air scraped her throat. Stuck. As if a physical wedge had been driven into her sternum.

— An expense, she repeated.

Her voice was a low octave. But it hummed with live current.

Albert remained silent. He watched her, motionless, the way a scientist observes a volatile chemical reaction behind safety glass.

— An expense, she said again, dialing up the volume.

Her fingers finally uncurled from her palms. Deep, angry red crescent moons indented her skin before slowly fading to white. She took a step forward. Just one.

— Do you know how many hours I bled into this file?

Her throat clamped down mid-sentence. She forced a swallow. Copper flooded the back of her tongue.

— How many nights?

Her pitch rose. Not a scream yet. But no longer a conversation. Albert’s eyes narrowed by a fraction of a millimeter.

— That is not the issue— 

— Yes, it is the issue.

The words tore out of her
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