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Chapter 1: The Tyranny of the Global Clock
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The connection was a digital battlefield. Five video squares were already blinking, the sound a layered cacophony of greetings and mic static, straining through seven different routers and four different continents. In London, Anya, the group’s self-appointed logistics anchor and advice-giver, watched the names flash across her laptop. It was 7 PM, a polite hour, but Anya looked stressed. She was the conductor of this trans-global symphony, and tonight, the instruments were playing terribly off-key.

“Chloe, your mic is hot, darling. I can hear the kettle and possibly a passing ambulance,” Anya said, her voice crisp despite the late workday at her environmental firm.

In Sydney, Australia, where it was already 4 AM the next day, Chloe winced and quickly muted herself. She was the one who could never keep a secret, and, ironically, the one who had to keep this absurd time commitment secret from her flatmates. She was propped up in the blue pre-dawn light, heavily caffeinated and dressed in a borrowed hoodie. “Sorry! I’m just trying to stay awake long enough to witness the end of the American workday. Did anyone confirm Skylar is actually up?”

A heavy silence spanned the Atlantic.

“Negative,” stated Elias from Zurich. His video square was a picture of immaculate control: an expensive art print, a tailored shirt, and perfect lighting. It was 8 PM for him, but his tone was already efficient and slightly impatient. Elias, the Financially Stable One, measured friendship in reliability. “We gave her a four-hour window this week, she should be respecting the established parameters.”

“Oh, Elias, you’re so tedious,” drawled Isabelle from her Milan studio, where it was also 8 PM. Isabelle, the Beautiful One who always got the guys, appeared flawless—even through the low-resolution stream, her dark blonde hair fell perfectly, and she was wearing something that looked suspiciously like a cashmere wrap. She treated time, much like men, as something that should bend to her. “She’s not a corporate asset, she’s our friend.”

“She’s also in Los Angeles,” Liam’s steady, deep voice cut in from Amsterdam. Liam, the Loyal Brother Friend, always served as the emotional ballast. It was 8 PM, and he looked tired but completely present. “It's 11 AM there. Give her a minute; she’s probably battling her way through a green juice delivery. Chloe, are you okay? You look like you’re contemplating the futility of human existence.”

“I just saw a very large insect I don't recognize. It’s definitely judging my life choices,” Chloe muttered, earning a soft chuckle from Liam.

Then, a sudden, loud electronic chime blasted through the speakers, followed by the crashing sound of something wooden hitting linoleum.

“Ah, the arrival of the sun,” Anya sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose.

The sixth square finally blinked to life. Skylar appeared, backlit by the bright California sun, her blonde hair a perfect, slightly messy halo. She was holding a mug, panting slightly, and her voice was a little frantic. Skylar, the Dumb Blonde, had perfected the art of chaos. “Sorry, sorry, guys! My alarm was set for, like, yesterday—wait, no, it was set for the wrong time zone. I had to fight a yoga mat and a very aggressive sprinkler system to get here. I’m present!”

Elias pinched the bridge of his nose. Isabelle just smiled faintly, shaking her head as if Skylar were a perfectly adorable, if malfunctioning, toy.

Before Anya could bring the chaotic assembly to order, the final element exploded onto the call.

A sudden, loud burst of tinny Irish music erupted, followed by a voice straining over it. “Hello, hello! Is this thing on? Apologies, my global siblings! I was just debugging my new life mantra, ‘Punctuality is a cruel, colonial construct,’ but I am here now, ready to be the laugh track for your multinational misery!”

Julian, The Funny One, was connected from Dublin. It was 7 PM, and the strained, frantic energy in his voice masked the visible exhaustion in his eyes. He looked less ready to tell a joke and more ready to collapse, covering it with a wide, almost manic grin.

Anya held up a hand, effectively muting the cacophony. “Okay. Chloe, you’re running on fumes. Skylar, you’re still digesting Los Angeles oxygen. Julian, you look like you haven't slept since the last time a European country won Eurovision. Let’s do the fast version.”

The video call settled into its familiar, often frantic pace—a five-minute information blitz, two minutes of cross-country bickering, and ten minutes of concentrated, necessary affection. It was a digital oasis demanding shared sacrifice. But then, as Julian was mid-joke about running out of money for his failing startup, Skylar leaned forward, squinting thoughtfully.

“Wait, Julian,” she said, her voice dropping its customary airy quality. “The light in your room is totally different from Anya’s. She’s watching the sun go down. I’m watching it come up. And Chloe's sun has already gone up and is coming back down—wait, no, it’s coming up again. We are literally living on different days right now.”

The silence that followed was heavier than any time-zone delay. It was the moment the globe asserted its weight, the realization that they were not just seven friends talking, but seven lives perpetually out of sync—sharing one moment but living separate realities.

Anya broke the silence, her voice warm, firm, and accepting of their strange fate. “Well, let’s make this day count, then.”
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Chapter 2: The Failure to Filter
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Anya’s final, resolute statement—"Well, let's make this day count, then"—served as the signal to transition from existential dread to the painful reality of their updates. The air in the call was already thin, weighed down by the fifteen hours separating Chloe from the rest of them.

“Julian, you’re up,” Anya commanded, checking the digital agenda she kept pinned to her desktop. “The final round of VC pitches for the ‘Aura-Calm’ app. Verdict, please.”

Julian, the Funny One, lost the frantic energy he’d entered with. He slumped in his chair, the neon green glow of a discarded energy drink reflecting in his tired eyes. He adjusted his oversized, studio-quality headphones. “The verdict, my esteemed international jury, is that my app, ‘Aura-Calm,’ is henceforth known as ‘Aura-Debt.’ They didn’t just say no, they said no with a highly detailed, six-slide presentation on why my concept was financially unsound and spiritually tone-deaf. They were artists in rejection. So, I am officially down to the last dregs of my savings and contemplating the lucrative career of sleeping on Liam’s floor.”

“My floor is always open, you know that,” Liam, the Loyal Brother, responded instantly from Amsterdam, his frown deepening with genuine concern. “But seriously, J. You’re not joking, are you?”

“No. Not entirely.” Julian forced a hearty, booming laugh that sounded brittle. “The angel investor bailed. She decided that spiritual wellness tech was less important than a literal gold-plated dog bowl dispenser. My business plan needs a new focus: immediate liquidation of assets that aren’t my favourite pair of jeans.”

Elias, sitting in the cold, efficient control of his Zurich office, straightened up. Failure was an anomaly in his world, and poor planning was a personal offense. “Wait, Julian. That is inaccurate data. You told me three weeks ago you had secured a bridge loan for the next quarter. You specifically cancelled our review call because you were signing the term sheet. What bridge loan?”

Julian’s face tightened. He looked away from his camera, suddenly finding the exposed brick wall of his apartment fascinating. “Ah, well, that was an... optimistic interpretation of a pending email. You know how it is, Elias. It was touch-and-go. Nothing to worry the financially-sound about.”

“It is worrying. It is unprofessional and it is fundamentally dishonest,” Elias stated, his tone flat and critical. It wasn't anger; it was the cold disappointment of a man who measured trust in decimal points. “You concealed the true severity of your situation.”

Before the tension could fully solidify, Chloe, desperately wanting to prove she was an essential part of the problem-solving and not just a tired observer, burst in from her Sydney dawn. “Oh, Julian, that’s terrible! I’m so sorry. Did that meeting fall through, too? The one with the Hong Kong investment group where you were going to pitch the pivot? Did they hate the AI storytelling platform?”

The call went instantly dead silent. The silence was digital, absolute, and filled with a thick, undeniable betrayal.

Julian’s shoulders dropped. The forced smile vanished entirely, leaving his face pale. “What Hong Kong meeting, Chloe?”

Chloe clapped her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide with 4 AM horror. Her secret-keeping flaw was a pure reflex—the inability to apply a filter between her mind and her mouth. “Oh, god. I... I might have seen it on a shared calendar event from that marketing agency you were using. Just a placeholder, probably. Forget I said anything. Please forget I said anything.”

Julian had clearly hidden the desperate, last-ditch pivot attempt from Elias, knowing it would earn him a lecture about acceptable risk. He had lied by omission, and Chloe had just exposed the omission.

“A pivot is not a placeholder, Julian,” Elias said, his voice now dangerously quiet, the professional veneer finally cracking. “You concealed the severity of your state from the only person in this group who could give you accurate financial advice. You broke my trust.”

“I broke your trust because your advice would have been, ‘Shut it down two months ago when the market signals were obvious!’” Julian shot back, shame turning into self-defence. He was shouting now, his face inches from the lens. “I don’t need a feasibility report, Elias, I need a friend! I needed one person who wouldn't quantify my failure!”

Liam immediately leaned into his camera, stepping into his role as mediator. “Okay, stop. Elias, he’s right. Julian is here for support, not a performance review. Julian, you also know why Elias is reacting this way—we rely on transparency because we can’t look you in the eye and read you in person.”

Isabelle, who had been quietly observing the fight like an elegant spectator at a boxing match, spoke, her soft voice cutting through the noise with surprising sharpness. “It’s the distance. Elias, you want to fix things with money. Julian wants to fix things with a joke. Liam wants to fix things with a hug. None of that is working because we are seven ghosts on a screen. You can’t smell the desperation or feel the fear. This is why distance is the devil.”

Skylar, surprisingly, added her two simple cents from Los Angeles, her voice calm despite her frantic entrance. “Maybe we can just be quiet for a minute? Chloe looks like she’s going to cry, and Julian looks like he’s going to punch his microphone.”

Julian, however, was already signing off. He gave a sharp nod. “Right. My apologies, everyone. The show is over. I need to go find a bridge loan that accepts laughter as collateral. Talk soon.”

His square went dark, replaced by the standard initial of his name. The six remaining friends stared at the empty space. The tyranny of the clock and the failure to filter had successfully torn the first, small, painful hole in the fabric of the Global Seven.
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Chapter 3: The Weight of Anchor
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In his penthouse office in Zurich, Elias moved with the cold, controlled certainty that characterized his life. Twenty minutes after the disastrous group call had dissolved, he was no longer thinking of Julian as a friend in crisis, but as a case study in negligent risk management. He had immediately located the obscure Hong Kong investment group Chloe had referenced, cross-referenced their portfolio, and determined Julian’s proposed AI storytelling venture was statistically doomed.

Elias wasn't angry; he was disappointed. Julian had introduced an unacceptable variable—deceit—into a trusted system. His solution was immediate, logical, and brutal: total liquidation to staunch the bleeding. He sat back, feeling a grim, analytic satisfaction in identifying the solution, then realized he needed a mediator to execute it.

He called Anya, who answered on the first ring, her voice low and tight. It was 8:45 PM in London, and the stress was audible.

“Anya. I’ve run the analysis,” Elias stated, dispensing with greetings. “Julian’s pivot proposal is non-viable. The firm he’s pitching is known for asset-stripping promising but ultimately speculative start-ups. I’ve drafted an email with a step-by-step strategy for immediate closure and asset transfer. It’s the only way to save him five figures.”

Anya was silent for a moment. Elias could hear the heavy sigh traveling clearly over the fibre-optic line. “Elias, I just spent the last twenty minutes consoling Chloe. She’s awake at 4 AM, guilt-ridden, texting me a string of sad face emojis from the other side of the world. She knows she broke her vow, and she feels terrible. I need to focus on her before she has a breakdown.”

“Chloe’s emotional state is irrelevant to Julian’s imminent financial ruin,” Elias countered, impatiently tapping a pen against his polished wooden desk. “This is triage, Anya. Emotional support is necessary, but solvency is critical. Loyalty means preventing a catastrophe.”

“Loyalty, Elias, means understanding what a person needs versus what you think they deserve,” Anya replied, her voice gaining the steady, reasoned weight that earned her the Anchor status. “You want to send Julian a spreadsheet showing him where he went wrong. That’s judgment, dressed up as efficiency. He’s running from shame right now.”

Elias stood up, walking toward the enormous window overlooking the glittering lights of Zurich. “He needs accountability. He deliberately concealed a material fact from the only person qualified to intervene. He treated me like a bank.”

“And you are acting like one,” Anya said softly. “Do you remember last year, when you were struggling with the acquisition in Singapore? You called Julian five times that week. Did you call him for legal advice? No. You called him because he’s the only one who could make a truly terrible joke about the opposing CEO’s tie, just to remind you there was a world outside of balance sheets.”

Elias stopped, forced to acknowledge the truth of her words. “That was emotional release.”

“Exactly. And Julian needs release right now, not a rescue plan. Your loyalty is not measured by how accurately you predict his ruin, but by how well you sit in the mess with him. You cannot fix every problem with a wire transfer or a liquidation document.”

She paused, letting the silence stretch across the continents. “I’m not saying you ignore the problem. I’m saying you acknowledge the friend. Call him, Elias. Tell him that Liam misses his voice and that Isabelle is worried. Give him fifteen minutes of non-judgmental distraction. Be the friend he ran from, not the banker he fears.”

Elias leaned his forehead against the cool glass of the window. The immense pressure of being the Financially Stable One often felt like a cage, demanding perfection and offering no room for messy emotions. Anya was giving him a blueprint for escape.

“So you’re suggesting I let him commit professional suicide?” he asked, a trace of genuine bewilderment replacing his anger.

“I’m suggesting you save the man, not the business. If he loses the money, we’ll help him rebuild. If he loses his confidence—or our friendship—that’s a much harder asset to recover,” Anya replied. “That’s my advice, Elias. And you usually take my advice.”

Elias sighed, the tension finally easing in his shoulders. He closed the spreadsheet on his laptop, shutting down the cold, logical argument. “Fine. I will call Julian. And I will confine the conversation strictly to his terrible sense of humour and his general well-being. No mention of angel investors, bad jokes, or liquidation.”

“Good. Now, I’m signing off. I have to call Sydney and remind Chloe that she is still a valuable human, not a walking broadcast error,” Anya said, her voice dropping back into its weary, yet determined, mode. “Don’t call me unless someone is actively on a plane heading toward another crisis.”

Elias gave a genuine, small smile. “Understood. Thank you, Anya.” He hung up, the silence of his apartment suddenly less oppressive. He typed Julian’s personal number into his phone, knowing that across the vast expanse of the globe, the hardest part of loyalty was often the simple, quiet act of reaching out.
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Chapter 4: The Gold-Plated Cage
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The scent of oud and expensive prosecco was a constant fixture in Isabelle’s life. Tonight, the setting was a rooftop gallery in Milan, the city lights below offering a glittering, indifferent audience to the networking ritual. It was 10 PM, two hours after the disastrous group call, and Isabelle was performing her role as "The Beautiful One" flawlessly. Every glance lingered, every whispered introduction ended with a number exchanged, but her smile felt like a costume—beautifully fitted, utterly constricting.

A hedge fund manager named Marco was detailing his collection of vintage cars, his hand resting a little too long on the small of her back. He wasn’t bad-looking, but he was boringly predictable—another man who saw her not as a person, but as the perfect accessory to his status.

“It’s really stunning, Isabelle,” Marco murmured, gesturing toward the cityscape as if he owned the view. “You make the art look irrelevant.”

She offered the practiced, elegant laugh that sounded warm but communicated nothing. “You’re too kind, Marco.”

The truth was, Isabelle was desperately tired. Tired of being the recipient of desire, tired of the relentless pressure to be impeccable, and tired of the utter vacancy behind the eyes of the men who sought her out. Her glamour was her job, and the exhaustion was starting to seep through the meticulously applied concealer.

She excused herself and retreated to a dim corner near the marble bar, pulling out her phone. The only contact who ever broke through the perfect noise of her life was Liam from Amsterdam. He was a safe harbour; their friendship was immune to the tension of desire, built entirely on years of shared, platonic history. Liam saw her when no one else did.

She sent a single, coded message: Trapped in the velvet bunker. Send help.

The response from Amsterdam, where Liam was likely settling in with a book and a quiet beer, was almost instantaneous.

Liam (10:02 PM): Emergency extraction protocols initiated. Location: Milan, Roof. Status: Critical. Request: One (1) perfectly tailored insult for Marco, to be deployed at your discretion.

A genuine smile touched Isabelle’s lips for the first time that night. She could hear his quiet chuckle in her mind.

Isabelle (10:03 PM): He collects vintage Ferraris. Give me something lethal.

Liam (10:05 PM): Inform him that while his collection is impressive, it confirms his preference for things that are loud, high-maintenance, and peaked in the 1980s. Tell him to invest in something subtle, like a library.

Isabelle leaned against the cool wall, scrolling through the texts, finding a moment of reprieve in the absurdity. Liam’s humour wasn't Julian’s boisterous, self-deprecating comedy; it was quiet, observant, and targeted with surgical precision. It was the loyalty of a man who loved her deeply enough to want her to be truly happy, not just admired.

She thought about the earlier group call, the painful way Julian had run from Elias’s pragmatic offer of help, and how Anya had instantly diagnosed the breakdown. They were all wounded, but in this sprawling friendship, the distance forced them to become highly specific healers. Elias fixed things with money; Anya fixed things with truth; Liam fixed things with unwavering, judgment-free acceptance.

She looked back at the party, at Marco approaching again, his eyes full of ownership. She couldn’t face another predictable conversation, another predictable ending.

Isabelle (10:10 PM): Thank you, Loyal Brother. Emergency averted. I am implementing a strategic retreat.

Liam (10:11 PM): Message received. Go home. Breathe. And tell me if you’re actually going to accept that terrible little design gig. It’s the first time you’ve talked about something that doesn’t require heels.

The design gig—a low-paying, high-concept project helping a small artisanal leather workshop brand their local goods—was exactly the kind of thing the Milan elite would scoff at. It was messy, human, and involved no red carpets.

Isabelle slipped out of the party, pulling her shawl tight around her shoulders. She didn’t look back, didn’t text Marco a polite apology. She took a deep breath of the polluted city air, and for the first time in months, she felt a sliver of clarity.

Isabelle (10:25 PM): Yes. I’m taking the job. I’m tired of the gold-plated cage. I need to make something that isn't myself.

As she stepped into a taxi, the cold, hard decision felt less glamorous than anything she had worn that evening, but infinitely more valuable. Liam’s simple validation had given her the courage to break form, a first small fracture in the perfect façade. The Beautiful One was finally ready to get her hands dirty.
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Chapter 5: The Gift of Simplicity
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It was 4:30 AM in Sydney, but Chloe hadn’t slept. She was curled on her couch, bathed in the sickly blue light of her phone screen, replying to Anya’s measured, logical texts with streams of self-loathing. The guilt was a heavy, physical weight, the consequence of having broken the sacred trust of The Global Seven.

In Los Angeles, the sun was a blinding, unapologetic weapon aimed directly at Skylar’s perfect, minimalist apartment. It was late afternoon, and Skylar was mid-manicure, perched on a velvet stool, listening to Chloe’s frantic, high-pitched voice crackle over speakerphone.

“...and I just, I couldn’t help it! The word was in my mouth before my brain could even register that it was a secret, Anya’s face went white, Julian hung up, and now Elias probably hates me! I’m the worst, Skylar. I’m a walking liability. I should be exiled from the group.” Chloe’s voice was ragged.

Skylar paused, holding a bottle of glitter polish mid-air. She struggled to follow the narrative of investment groups and asset liquidation. For Skylar, problems were always simple, external, and usually solvable with a trip to the mall or a new hair colour.

“Okay, wait. Who is Elias mad at? Julian for being secretive or you for telling the secret?” Skylar asked, sounding genuinely confused.

“Both! The secret was mine to keep, and I spilled it like a cheap cocktail. I destroyed Julian’s ability to manage his own failure!”

Skylar placed the polish down and held her phone closer. Her voice, usually light and airy, carried a surprising, unburdened clarity. “Okay. But the secret is out, right? And the failure was Julian’s, not yours. You just... made it public faster.”

Chloe let out a choked sound. “Skylar, that is not helping!”

“But why is it worse than what you thought Elias would do anyway?” Skylar countered, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Elias was going to find out and yell. Now he found out and he yelled. The only difference is, Julian has to talk to him now instead of later, right? And later, Julian would have been even broker.”

Skylar’s radical simplicity cut through Chloe’s tangled knot of anxiety. It was so reductive it was almost genius. She wasn't diagnosing the psychology; she was just processing the facts in linear time.

“You’re simplifying a global, multi-layered betrayal,” Chloe whispered.

“I’m simplifying a stupid fight about money,” Skylar corrected, her tone devoid of judgment. “Look, Chloe. You’re the friend who tells secrets. That’s your thing. It’s annoying, but it’s not who you are. It’s a flaw, like Elias being a robot, or Julian being too proud, or me forgetting what country Liam lives in.”

Chloe was stunned into silence. Skylar, the one often viewed as the least complicated, had just articulated the core pact of their friendship better than Anya ever could with all her eloquent advice. They were a collection of magnificent flaws, and loyalty meant accepting the whole package.

Skylar grabbed a small jar of glitter. “You know what you need? You need a reset. You need to stop staring at the dark side of the globe and remember it’s morning somewhere. I’m going to send you a photo of my new puppy.”

“Skylar, I’m serious, I feel like I’ve ruined everything,” Chloe pleaded, tears welling up.

“You haven’t. If one spilled secret could break seven friendships spanning ten years, we were never that strong to begin with,” Skylar said firmly, her voice echoing the confidence she usually reserved for picking out the perfect handbag. “Go get a coffee. Take a walk. You messed up. It’s done. Now what are you going to watch on Netflix?”

The sheer, immediate comfort of Skylar’s non-cerebral support was exactly what Chloe needed. She wasn't told how to feel better; she was simply told that she was better, and the crisis was already old news. Loyalty, Skylar showed, was sometimes just the presence of a friend who refused to participate in your self-pity party.

Chloe finally took a deep, shaky breath. "Okay. I'm going to get up. But if you send me a puppy photo, it better be wearing something ridiculous."

Skylar laughed, the sound bright and clear across the Pacific. "Oh, it is. It's wearing a tiny sun hat and sunglasses. Because we are in LA, and we don't do drama. We do sun-protection."

The absurdity of

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Global
Seven

Bianca (de Koning)
Smuts






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.gif





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





