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      Cosmo

      Every night, lying in this bed has been a battle for me since my discharge from the Navy. Memories of classified missions flood my mind, tormenting me with details I can never divulge to anyone - not even the damn therapist. The true source of my PTSD is locked away, buried deep within, and will forever remain unspoken.

      In the silence of my room, the walls seem to close in, and I'm transported back to the cramped quarters of a submarine, the hum of the engines a constant whisper in my ears. Shadows morph into past comrades, their faces flickering like old film reels, full of life one second and hauntingly hollow the next.

      The ceiling fan's quiet vibration only adds to the illusion of depth below the ocean's surface, its blades cutting through the air like a propeller would cleave the sea. Each rotation stirs the ghosts of salt and metal in my nostrils, an olfactory echo from a life I've left but can't seem to escape. On nights like this, I trace the constellation of scars that map my body, each a landmark from an operation I'll carry to my grave.

      The pain, both physical and otherwise, is a reminder that even if I've docked my uniform for the last time, the sailor in me hasn't been discharged with the same ease as my official papers were signed and stamped. No, that part of me is still standing at attention, saluting a flag that now seems like a distant mirage, its colors blurred by the tears of things witnessed and done in the name of duty.

      Sometimes, in the witching hour when shadows play tricks on your tired eyes, the boundary between what's real and what's memory becomes as fluid as the murky waters that once cradled our vessel like a mother holding a child. I reach out, my fingers twitching with the instinct to navigate by touch - the cold steel of periscopes, the textured grip of a sonar station, the smooth surface of torpedo tubes.

      But they find nothing - only the soft cotton of my sheets and the cool nightstand glass, worlds away from the tactile landscape of my former life submerged in secrecy. It's these quiet moments that I dread most when there is nothing to distract from the sinking feeling of being trapped under the weight of my history. In those moments, I feel like I’m gasping for air in a decompression chamber, with the pressure of my past deeds pressing against my chest.

      I sit upright, casting off the sheets as if they are heavy chains dragging me down into the abyss. The moonlight, casting silvery rays through the half-open blinds, is my lone beacon in this nightly sea of unrest. It paints angular patterns across the room, mimicking the play of light on water. I've come to rely on its impersonal touch; it's a comfort that doesn't ask questions or require explanations.

      I shuffle out of bed, my feet making silent contact with the cool floorboards. Midnight ambles follow a mundane routine to quiet the clamor of a restless mind. The wooden planks creak softly under my weight, a metronome to the swirl of thoughts I can't drown out. In the kitchen, I flick on the light and squint against the sudden brightness, a stark contrast to the dimly lit bedroom I left behind.

      The world of my small, orderly kitchen doesn't resemble the galley on board - there's no clatter of cookware or the smell of diesel mixed with spices hanging in the air, no boisterous laughter of shipmates sharing a meal in cramped quarters. Instead, there's only the hum of the refrigerator and the ticking of the clock on the wall – a measured, rhythmic reminder that time waits for no man, even one adrift in his memories.

      As my hands move with practiced ease to prepare a cup of tea, the familiar ritual tempts me towards a moment of tranquility. I watch the water boil, bubbles rising and bursting, much like the distant memories that perpetually surface in my mind. The steam unfurls, a wraith-like dance against the backdrop of stainless steel and ceramic tiles.

      It's a silent companion to my solitude, offering whispers of a life lived on the cusp of danger, where every decision held weight and every handshake could be a prelude to betrayal. The kettle whistles its readiness, breaking the silence like a coded signal from my past operations. It's a piercing sound that momentarily anchors me back to reality.

      My hands briefly falter, but muscle memory guides them back to their task, steadying me. I pour the hot water over the tea leaves, watching as the liquid takes on a deep amber hue, the color of aged whiskey. The scent of the tea is aromatic, a mix of herbs and a faint hint of bergamot, promising a brief respite from the tendrils of unease that have wrapped themselves around my consciousness.

      As I take the first sip, the warmth cascades down my throat, bringing a semblance of peace. It's a fleeting sanctuary, but I cling to it like a lifeline in choppy seas. The digital numbers on the microwave clock slice through the quietude of the moment, its glow a silent sentinel marking the passage of the night. My sipping slows, and in the space between heartbeats, the walls of the kitchen seem to expand and contract as if breathing with me.

      I lean back against the counter, feeling the cold granite beneath my palms, grounding me in the here and now. Despite the tranquility of this domestic scene, the quiet is not something I'm accustomed to or entirely comfortable with. The silence doesn't resonate with the same vitality as the thrum of an engine or the wind cutting across the bow.

      I yearn for a companion, perhaps someone who can handle everything that comes with being with me. I have so much love to share, but as a man like myself, it's not easy to find the right person. My preferences for women have not always been the best; I am particular about the type of woman I am drawn to. It has been months since I was last in a relationship or even had sexual intercourse. Perhaps it's time for me to seek out a partner.

      My preference is thick black women. Ones with tits and ass and curves are all in the right place. I never can find that type of woman in this line of work I am in. When I got out of the Navy, I started my security firm, and with that, I haven't been able to stay in a stable relationship. Life gets hard sometimes, and nights like this, not being able to sleep, might not be good for some women.

      After finishing my tea, I start to feel drowsy. Glancing at the time on the microwave, I realize it's already 3 am. Oh no, I need to get some rest because I have an important meeting early tomorrow morning. It's with a reluctant shuffle that I make my way to the bedroom, each step heavy with the weight of my lonely thoughts.

      The house feels cavernous around me, the shadows of furniture casting long, somber ghosts on the walls that seem to mock my solitude. I've always prided myself on being self-sufficient, on not needing anyone to feel complete. But tonight, the bravado that has been my shield wears thin, and the veneer of self-assuredness peels away to reveal a raw yearning for connection.

      I collapse onto the bed, not bothering to pull back the covers. The sheets are cool against my skin, a sensation that usually soothes, but tonight, it only serves to steel the emptiness. My thoughts drift, unanchored, toward the hypothetical — the impossible "what if" scenarios that tease at the edges of my consciousness.

      What if I met her? The woman who could navigate the complexities of my life, who could understand the unpredictable hours, the risks, and the ever-present undercurrent of danger inherent to my profession. A woman is strong enough not only to handle it all but to thrive within it, her strength complementing mine. My mind begins to craft her image: a statuesque figure with a laugh that could cut through the tension of a fraught situation, eyes that sparkled with intelligence and wit, a mind as strategic as it was compassionate.

      She would step into a room, and her presence would be like a force of nature — undeniable, yet not seeking to overshadow. This woman, in my imagination, wouldn't just tolerate my lifestyle; she'd be my partner in every sense, seamlessly moving through the challenges and victories with grace and unflappable confidence. Her touch would be the anchor in my tempest-tossed world, her voice the siren call that could pull me back from the brink of my darkest moments.

      After what feels like an eternity, I am finally able to close my eyes. I desperately need rest because tomorrow is the crucial meeting where I have to secure contracts with the Italian government to provide services in my home country. The dawn creeps in reluctantly as if aware that its light is an unwelcome herald of the day's burdens.

      The quietness of my home is shattered by the sounds of my staff going about their tasks. I am roused from my slumber by a loud knocking at my front door. As the owner of the entire building, I live on the top floor in the largest penthouse suite. I know that one of my staff members will answer the door for me.

      I push myself off the bed, shrugging away the remnants of dreams and possibilities. The chill in the air prickles my skin as I make my way toward my en suite bathroom. The routine motions of showering and dressing are mechanical, executed with an efficiency honed by years of practice.

      My reflection in the mirror shows a man whose edges are beginning to show signs of wear, though the sharpness in his eyes betrays a mind that remains as keen as ever. I don't linger there, in front of my gaze, because time has become a relentless taskmaster, and self-reflection a luxury I can ill afford.

      I jump in the shower real quick, allowing the cascade of water to wash away sleep and invigorate my senses. The heat penetrates my muscles, unknotting the tension that has taken residence in my shoulders. Each drop feels like a miniature hammer, pounding out the stress of the previous day preparing me for the gauntlet to come.

      I select a suit with painstaking precision, a charcoal grey that is both commanding and subtle as if to communicate my readiness for negotiation without uttering a single word. Silk tie, a deep blue to match the intensity of my purpose, slides into place with a practiced motion.

      After getting dressed, I descend the stairs to find my daytime bodyguards waiting for me. There's Jackson 'Jax' Pierce, 38 years old, and Nikolai 'Falcon' Petrov, 41 years old, my Russian guard. Then there's Maximilian 'Max' Roth, 35 years old, and Andrei 'The Wall' Volkov, 40 years old, also Russian. Most of my guards are ex-military.

      They may not work for my company, but they are the ones tasked with protecting my life. The air in the penthouse is charged with the silent energy of the men who serve as my shield against the world's unpredictability. I acknowledge them with a nod, their stoic faces barely registering my presence before returning to their vigilant watch over the sleeping city below.

      As I make my way to the dining room, where a simple yet nutritious breakfast spread awaits, I can't help but feel the weight of the empire resting on my shoulders. The soft clink of fine china and the scent of freshly brewed coffee do little to ease the tightness in my chest. The staff moves silently, almost ghostlike, as they go about their duties with a precision that echoes my morning ritual.

      I settle at the head of the long, mahogany table, a kingdom of polished wood and silverware spread out before me. The first sip of coffee is sharp and bitter, snapping my final thread to drowsiness, its heat searing a path down my throat and igniting a flicker of determination in my gut.

      There's no room for error, not when the board meeting is mere hours away. I scan through the morning papers; headlines blur into a mess of world affairs and economic predictions, none of which can fracture my focus. I am a fortress; each stone laid with the tenacity it took to build my conglomerate from the ground up.

      My fingers trace the rim of the coffee cup, a momentary respite before the day unfolds. Across the table, Maximilian catches my eye, giving me a slight nod. He understands the battles waged within boardrooms, though his wars were fought on far different terrains.

      "It's been a long night, Captain," he remarked, and all I could do was take a deep breath. "You don't even know the half of it, Lieutenant. Last night was particularly rough," I declared, feeling exhausted. Maximilian reclined in his seat.

      "Have you been seeing your therapist, Captain? I can relate; when I left the service, I was in a similar state. Without my wife, I might have ended my own life by now," Maximilian revealed. I knew he was right; for me, things were never simple. They were always complex and to the point - that's just how I navigated through life.

      Maximilian's candidness was a rare commodity in the steel and glass world that I inhabited. I had always appreciated honesty, even when it was served without sugarcoating. His concern was genuine, a reminder that beneath the ranks and titles, we were both human, susceptible to the same tempests of the mind. We all knew him as Max, and he had been in my unit for over 15 years.

      We had been friends since high school. Loyalty, like the one I shared with Max, was akin to the vintage wines resting in the cellar—a testament to patience and time. And as we sat there, worlds apart from the battlegrounds of our past, it was this very loyalty that served as an anchor in the choppy corporate seas.

      "I appreciate it," I said, my voice steady despite the turmoil swirling within. "But today, I've got to put all that aside. There's too much at stake." I tapped the stack of papers on the table—a fortress of facts and figures, battlements of market trends and shareholder expectations.

      Max leaned forward, his eyes reflecting a solemn understanding that reached beyond the usual pleasantries of morning meetings. "You'll conquer today, just like every other day. But promise me you won't ignore what's happening inside. Battles aren't just fought with spreadsheets and presentations."

      He was right, of course; the mind could be as treacherous as any terrain we had navigated in fatigues and combat boots. But here, the weapons were different—no less deadly but much less visible.

      I nodded a silent vow to heed his advice. "I promise," I said simply, knowing full well the weight of the word. Promises were not currency to be traded lightly—not in our line of work, not in life. They were oaths carved into the soul, binding and absolute.

      Max's gaze held on me for a brief moment as if he could sense the inner battles I waged. Then, he rose from his seat and declared, "I'll have Jax bring the car around. Meet us in the living room when you're ready, Captain." I gave him a nod before he left the room. Turning my attention back to the newspaper in front of me, I continued to read.

      The headlines blurred before my eyes, mere smudges of black on white, the world's dramas condensed into snippets of text that seemed both urgent and distant. I tried to focus, to absorb the day's events with the detachment required of someone in my position, but my mind was elsewhere—caught in the crossfire of Max's quiet counsel and the relentless demands of corporate victory.

      I closed the paper, the crisply folded edges a stark contrast to the chaos of my thoughts. The room seemed to close in, the walls dressed in expensive art that whispered of successes past and expectations present. In this sanctuary of power, I was both a general and a soldier—a leader hardened by battles in boardrooms and on battlefields, yet still vulnerable to the arrows of doubt and the siege of conscience.

      I pushed back from the table, my hands curling into fists at my sides as I stood. The fortress of facts and figures remained unassailable, a testament to the preparation and strategy that had become my second nature. But the humanity within, the soft flesh and blood cocooned by a hardened exterior, trembled with uncertainty that no amount of preparation could entirely stave off.

      Taking a deep breath, I touched the cold metal of the dog tags that always hung beneath my shirt—a tactile reminder of where I’d come from, the battles I’d fought, and the brothers and sisters in arms whose memories marched beside me. I squared my shoulders as I walked towards the living room, each step a march through memories and lessons hard-earned.

      The living room was spacious, its high ceilings echoing the silence that hung in the air like a prelude to a storm. Jax stood near the window, his profile etched against the dying light of day. The car keys dangled from his fingertips, a subtle but clear indication that it was time. Max leaned against the mantelpiece, his face the very picture of composure.

      But his eyes—sharp and calculating—betrayed a hint of urgency. He knew as well as I that in our line of work, the churning undercurrents could swiftly become riptides, pulling us under if we weren't perpetually
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