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Chapter 1: Preparation
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Bruce hated this part of the year.

Not the holidays, not the cold, not the flurry of end-of-year project reviews or the fourth-quarter grind. No — what Bruce really hated was the ‘Annual Interdepartmental Winter Gala.’

That was the official name. Internally, everyone just called it “the big, stupid office party.” Or, at least he did. And Bruce had only agreed to go this year because of some unspoken, guilt-laced obligation. Not peer pressure exactly — more like reputation management. If you didn’t go, people noticed. Or worse, they speculated.

This year, it was being hosted downtown, at the glossy new office tower that belonged to the company’s legal and HR divisions — people Bruce never had reason to deal with unless someone somewhere had done something very wrong. Which, truth be told, seemed to be happening more often lately.

His invitation had arrived in the form of a generic email:

“Celebrate another successful year at Archeon Global Corp!”

“Come mingle with fellow team members across all branches!”

“Dress to impress!”

Dress to impress. That part had bothered him the most. It wasn’t a costume party, it wasn’t a wedding, and yet the implication hung in the air like mistletoe at a forced marriage.

Still, there he was — standing shirtless in front of his bathroom mirror, hair damp from the shower, towel slung low on his hips. He squinted at himself.

Bruce Langley, almost-thirty, decent jawline, one stubborn cowlick that refused to obey authority. He'd been with the company for almost nine years, climbing the quiet-but-steady ladder from analyst to Operations Manager for the North Regional Distribution Workflow (whatever that meant). He wasn't flashy, wasn’t a brown-noser, and he didn’t believe in the idea that going to one holiday mixer was going to land him a promotion.

And yet, here he was.

He tugged open the top drawer and pulled out a small tin of pomade. The label had long since worn off, but it still smelled like cedar and vetiver — clean, masculine, faintly expensive. He scooped some into his palm, rubbed it between his hands, and worked it through his hair. He took his time with it, sculpting it just enough to look effortlessly put together. The kind of look that said I don’t care but I still look good. Even though he did care. He just didn’t want anyone to know he cared.

After styling his hair, he moved on to the next ordeal: clothing.

A charcoal grey suit waited for him on the bed, laid out like a uniform. Slim-cut, custom-tailored, worn only twice before — once for a friend’s wedding, and once for a charity auction he’d been tricked into attending. Beneath it: a deep burgundy dress shirt, black belt, and matching pocket square folded with surgical precision. The tie was still rolled up neatly inside his top drawer, navy with a soft diagonal pattern. He considered skipping the tie entirely. Then sighed and grabbed it anyway.

Ten minutes later, he was adjusting his cuffs and giving himself the final once-over in the mirror. Damn, he looked good.

Which made him even more annoyed.

“This changes nothing,” he muttered to his reflection.

Downstairs, he slipped on his shoes — black leather Oxfords, buffed to a shine — and reached for the cologne sitting at the edge of the bookshelf. Two sprays: one to the neck, one across the chest.

“Not going to enjoy it,” he said aloud. “Just showing up. Smile, nod, drink one of those overpriced cocktails, and leave before the DJ starts playing Pitbull.”

He grabbed his coat and keys, and headed out the door.

—-
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THE NIGHT AIR WAS CRISP, bordering on cruel. The sidewalks were glossed with half-melted snow, the wind slicing down from between high-rises. Downtown buzzed with people in velvet dresses and cashmere scarves, cars honking, lights flashing from department stores doing their best holiday impressions.

The Archeon Global Tower rose above the rest — sleek, blue-glass windows and too many stories to count. He spotted the banners as soon as he got close: WINTER GALA – 7PM – PENTHOUSE LEVEL.

Inside, the lobby looked like someone had tried to convince Santa Claus to run a hedge fund. Gold ornaments dangled from minimalist silver trees. A string quartet was posted near the elevators, playing a surprisingly sexy version of "God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen."

Bruce stepped into the elevator with two women he didn’t recognize, both deep in conversation about flight delays and ungrateful husbands. He gave them a
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