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A Note Before You Begin 

If you picked up this preview, you probably didn’t need to be convinced that 

something is wrong. You already know. The 3 AM ceilings. The meetings where your 

brain goes blank. The growing distance between who you are at work and who you 

are—or were—everywhere else. 

This is not another leadership book that tells you to add more: more habits, more 

frameworks, more morning routines. You’re already carrying too much. You don’t 

need a heavier pack. 

What follows is the beginning of a different kind of journey—one that works by 

subtraction, not addition. Through the story of Kai, an executive who has reached the 

end of everything she knows, you’ll encounter ancient wisdom that was once 

reserved for rulers who governed empires and couldn’t afford to collapse under the 

weight. 

You’ll read the Prologue and Chapter One of The Providence Playbook—enough to 

know whether this journey is for you. 

If Kai’s story feels familiar—if her ceilings are your ceilings, if her silence is your 

silence—then this book was written for you. 

You’re not broken. You’re burdened. And the difference changes everything. 

  

Burn bright, 

Sam Stone 

The Lightkeeper 
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P R O L O G U E 

The Ceiling 

The ceiling is the color of nothing. 

Kai lies in the dark and stares at it. 3:17 AM. The numbers glow red 

from the clock on David’s side of the bed. She has not moved in twenty 

minutes. If she moves, she will wake him. If she wakes him, he will ask 

if she’s okay. If he asks if she’s okay, she will have to answer. 

She is not okay. 

But that is not something she knows how to say. 

The ceiling in Denver last week was the same. The one in Chicago the 

week before. Corporate beige, textured for no reason. She has become an 

expert in ceilings. She knows them better than she knows her daughter’s 

face. 

Lily is sixteen now. When did that happen? Kai remembers coaching her 

soccer team, remembers the small hand reaching up for hers in parking 

lots. That was eight years ago. A different life. A different Kai. 

The current Kai answers emails at 11 PM and again at 5 AM. The current 

Kai has not made a real meal in months. The current Kai keeps antacids 

in her desk, her car, her travel bag, her nightstand—a trail of white 

tablets marking everywhere she has been. 

Somewhere along the way, she became someone she does not recognize. 

The clock changes. 3:18. 

Her mind is already running. The acquisition. The board presentation on 

Monday. The operational readiness report that needs three more 

revisions. The CFO keeps finding discrepancies she should have caught 
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weeks ago. The look on her CEO’s face last week—was that concern? 

Disappointment? She replays the moment, searches for meaning, finds 

none. 

This is what her brain does now. It runs scenarios. It searches for 

threats. It never stops. 

She used to be able to sleep. 

She tries to remember when that changed and cannot find the line. There 

was no single night when sleep left her. It just… receded. Like a 

tide going out so slowly you don’t notice until you’re standing on dry 

sand, wondering where the water went. 

David stirs beside her. She holds her breath. 

He settles. His breathing deepens. 

She exhales. 

This is what their marriage has become: her, trying not to wake him. 

Him, pretending not to notice. Two people who love each other, sharing a 

bed like strangers on a train. 

He used to ask, "How are you really doing?" 

He stopped asking. She cannot blame him. Her answer was always the same 

bright deflection: "Fine. Busy. You know how it is." 

She said it so many times that eventually he believed her. Or pretended 

to. She cannot tell the difference anymore. This was the agreement they 

had made without ever speaking it aloud. 

She needs to sleep. Tomorrow—today—there is a 7 AM call with the 

integration team. A lunch meeting she cannot remember the purpose of. 

The presentation to polish. The emails that multiplied overnight like 

cells dividing. 
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Sleep*, she tells herself. *Just sleep. 

But her body has forgotten how. It lies rigid, muscles clenched against 

invisible threats, jaw tight, shoulders climbing toward her ears. Even 

her breathing has become shallow, careful—as if she is waiting for 

something to happen. 

She has been waiting for three years. 

The breaking point, when it comes, is not dramatic. 

It is a Monday. A conference room. Twelve faces around a polished table, 

including three board members who flew in for this. The operational 

readiness presentation—her presentation. She has done this a hundred 

times. 

She stands. She clicks to the first slide. She opens her mouth. 

Nothing. 

Not stage fright. Not a forgotten line. A complete blank. As if the part 

of her brain that forms sentences has simply… stopped. 

One second. Two. The faces are waiting. Three. Someone shifts in their 

chair. Four. She can feel her heart now, hammering against her ribs like 

something trapped. 

Five. 

"Sorry," she hears herself say. Her voice sounds far away. "Monday 

mornings." 

Laughter. Relieved laughter. She smiles—the smile she has perfected 

over twenty-two years—and the words come back. She moves through the 

slides on autopilot, hitting every point, answering every question. When 

she sits down, the CEO nods. "Excellent, as always." 

No one noticed. 
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But she knows. 

That night, she sits in her car in the driveway. 

The house glows in front of her. Warm light from the kitchen window. 

David is in there, probably making dinner. Lily is upstairs, probably on 

her phone. A normal evening. A normal family. All she has to do is walk 

inside and be normal. 

She cannot move. 

Her hands grip the steering wheel. Her knuckles are white. She stares at 

the house—her house—and feels nothing but dread. 

A leaf drifts across the windshield, catching against the wiper blade. 

Rust-colored, papery, curled at the edges. Autumn had arrived without 

her permission. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d noticed a 

season change—couldn’t remember the last time she’d noticed much of 

anything beyond screens and schedules and the next thing that needed her 

attention. 

Twenty minutes pass. 

She practices the entrance. The smile. "Hey, sorry I’m late." The 

kiss on David’s cheek. The question about Lily’s day that Lily will 

answer in monosyllables. The dinner she will push around her plate 

because her stomach has closed like a fist. 

She has done this a thousand times. She can do it again. 

She gets out of the car. 

Dinner is pasta. Lily eats in silence, excuses herself, disappears 

upstairs. David clears the plates. Kai sits at the table, staring at 

nothing. 

"You okay?" David asks. 
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There it is. The question. 

"Fine," she says. "Just tired." 

He nods. He does not press. She is grateful and devastated in equal 

measure. 

At midnight, she is still awake. 

David sleeps beside her, peaceful, far away. She slides out of bed, 

careful not to disturb him, and walks downstairs in the dark. The house 

is silent. The kind of silence that feels like pressure. 

She sits at the kitchen table with her laptop. The blue light stings her 

eyes. 

She types: executive burnout 

The results blur together. Listicles. Self-care tips. "Ten Signs 

You’re Burning Out." She has all ten. She has had all ten for years. 

She types: executive breakdown 

More of the same. Wellness retreats. Meditation apps. Coaches who 

promise to unlock her potential. She does not want more potential. She 

is drowning in potential. What she wants is to sleep through the night. 

She types: why can’t I stop 

The search engine does not understand the question. Neither does she. 

She is about to close the laptop when something catches her eye. 

A different kind of result. Not a listicle, not a product. A sentence: 

*"You don’t need to do more. You need to return to a state you’ve 

lost."* 

She clicks. 

The page is simple. Almost austere. No stock photos of smiling 

executives. No bullet points promising transformation in ten easy steps. 
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Just words. 

*Most programs offer addition: more skills, more strategies, more 

frameworks to carry. But you are not under-equipped. You are 

overbuilt—carrying identities, assumptions, and patterns that once 

served you but now imprison you.* 

*The work is not adding more. The work is removing what blocks the light 

that was always there.* 

*This is ancient wisdom—once reserved for those who governed empires. 

Rulers who could not afford to collapse under the weight. Neither can 

you.* 

Eight weeks. Eight subtractions. A mountain. A Lightkeeper. 

She reads it again. And again. 

Something in her chest loosens. Just slightly. Just enough to notice. 

She does not believe in this kind of thing. 

She has never been to a therapist. Never hired a coach. Never attended a 

retreat. She solves her own problems. She always has. That is who she 

is. 

But who she is, is not working anymore. 

The woman who solves her own problems is sitting in a dark kitchen at 1 

AM, unable to sleep, unable to stop, unable to remember the last time 

she felt like herself. 

Maybe that woman needs to try something different. 

She scrolls to the bottom of the page. A simple form. Name. Email. A 

single question: What brings you here? 

Her fingers hover over the keyboard. 

What brings her here? How does she even begin to answer that? The 
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sleepless nights? The antacids? The moment in the conference room when 

her brain simply stopped? The parking garage six months ago when she sat 

in her car and cried for twenty minutes and never told anyone? 

She starts to type, deletes it, starts again. 

Finally, she writes: 

I don’t know who I am anymore. 

She stares at the words. They look like a confession. They look like 

surrender. 

She hits send before she can change her mind. 

The response comes the next morning. 

She is in another meeting—budget review, nothing critical—when her 

phone buzzes. She glances at it under the table, expecting another email 

from her CFO. 

It is not from the CFO. 

Kai, 

The mountain is ready when you are. Saturday, 7 AM. Directions 

attached.* 

Come as you are. Bring nothing but yourself. 

— The Lightkeeper 

She reads it three times. 

Saturday. That is five days away. She has a call with the integration 

team at 8 AM Saturday. A report due Monday. Emails to answer, fires to 

put out, a machine that needs her to keep turning its gears. 

She should decline. Reschedule. Find a more convenient time. 

But there is no convenient time. There never has been. That is the trap. 



THE PROVIDENCE PLAYBOOK 

LeadershipSpirituality.com 

There is always one more quarter, one more deadline, one more reason to 

wait. She has been waiting for three years. 

She looks up. The budget review continues around her, voices droning 

about numbers that suddenly seem very far away. Her chest feels tight. 

Her jaw aches. 

She thinks about the conference room. The five seconds of silence. The 

woman who smiled and pretended nothing was wrong. 

That woman is dying. Slowly, invisibly, but dying. 

Under the table, she types her reply: 

I’ll be there. 

Saturday comes. 

She tells David she has a work retreat. He does not question it. Why 

would he? She is always working. That is who she is. 

She drives two hours to a mountain she has never heard of. The roads 

narrow, the trees thicken, the cell signal fades. She watches the bars 

disappear one by one and feels something she does not expect: relief. 

No emails. No calls. No one needing anything from her. 

Just the road. The trees. The mountain rising ahead. 

The trailhead is unmarked. She finds it only by the directions—"the 

gap in the fence where the old oak splits." She parks on the shoulder, 

steps out into cold morning air, and breathes. 

When did she last breathe like this? Actually breathe, not the shallow 

sips her lungs have learned to take? 

She cannot remember. 

The path climbs. She climbs with it. Her body protests—she runs, but 

that is different, that is punishment—and she slows. There is no one 



THE PROVIDENCE PLAYBOOK 

LeadershipSpirituality.com 

to perform for here. No one to impress with her pace. She can be slow. 

She can be tired. She can be exactly what she is. 

The thought is terrifying. 

And underneath the terror, something else. Something she has not felt in 

a long time. 

Hope. 

The cabin appears after an hour of climbing. 

It is small. Ordinary. Smoke rises from a chimney. A man sits on the 

porch, drinking tea, looking at nothing in particular. By the door, a 

small wooden sign, hand-lettered, faded by seasons: *The light is not 

mine to create. Only to tend.* 

She stands at the edge of the clearing, looking at the cabin, and almost 

turns back. 

What is she doing here? 

She is a Chief Operating Officer. She has fifteen direct reports and a 

budget larger than some countries. She has an MBA from a school whose 

name opens doors. She has spent twenty-two years building a reputation 

for competence, for composure, for having answers when others have only 

questions. 

And now she is standing on a mountain, sweating through her shirt, with 

dirt on her shoes that cost four hundred dollars, about to ask a 

stranger for help. 

Help. The word itself feels like failure. 

The voice in her head—the one that has driven her this far, the one 

that sounds like achievement and smells like fear—begins its familiar 

litany: 
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*This is ridiculous. You don’t need this. You’ve handled everything 

else yourself. What makes you think some guy on a mountain has answers 

you don’t have? You should be working right now. The integration team 

needs you. The CFO is probably sending emails you’re not seeing. This 

is self-indulgent. This is weak. Turn around. Go back. Handle it 

yourself like you always have.* 

Her feet don’t move. 

She watches the Lightkeeper on the porch. He has not looked at her. He 

sips his tea, gazes at the trees, perfectly content to wait. As if 

whether she approaches or flees makes no difference to him. As if she is 

not the center of this moment. 

She is not used to that. She is used to being the center. The hub. The 

one everyone is waiting for. 

Here, the mountain does not care about her title. The trees do not know 

about her acquisition timeline. The man on the porch is not impressed by 

anything she has built. 

She has nothing to offer except herself. 

The thought is terrifying. 

What if this doesn’t work? the voice whispers. *What if you’re too 

far gone? What if he sees through you immediately—sees the mess you 

really are—and tells you there’s nothing he can do? What if you’ve 

failed at the one thing you’ve always been able to do: perform your way 

through?* 

She thinks about the conference room. The five seconds of nothing. The 

way her brain simply stopped, like a machine losing power. 

She thinks about David’s face at dinner. The careful way he doesn’t 
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ask anymore. 

She thinks about Lily—sixteen, a stranger, learning to expect nothing. 

She thinks about her mother. Seventy-four. Still working. Still 

performing. Still dying slowly while appearing strong. Their phone calls 

last exactly twelve minutes—the minimum that counts as connection, the 

maximum that avoids real contact. 

That will be you, the voice says. *Twenty more years of this. Thirty. 

Until there’s nothing left.* 

The alternative is standing in front of her. A cabin. A stranger. The 

admission that she cannot fix herself. 

Her chest tightens. Her hands, hanging at her sides, curl into fists. 

This is the hardest walk she has ever taken—harder than the climb, 

harder than any boardroom she has entered, harder than the day she 

delivered Lily and thought her body would break. Those required 

endurance. This requires surrender. 

She does not know how to surrender. She knows only how to push. 

But pushing is what brought her here. Pushing is why she cannot sleep, 

cannot taste food, cannot remember her daughter’s face without effort. 

Pushing is the disease pretending to be the cure. 

One step. Then another. 

She crosses the clearing like a woman walking to her own unmaking. 

The Lightkeeper still does not stand. Does not smile, does not wave, 

does not perform welcome. He simply watches her arrive—the way a 

mountain watches the weather change. No judgment. No urgency. Just 

presence. 

She stops at the edge of the porch. Her legs are shaking. She tells 
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herself it’s from the climb. 

"Kai," he says. Not a question. 

"Yes." Her voice comes out smaller than she intends. She clears her 

throat, tries again. "Yes. I’m Kai." 

She waits for him to say something reassuring. *Glad you made it. 

Welcome. You’re in the right place.* Something to ease the rawness of 

standing here, exposed, with nothing to prove her worth. 

He says nothing. 

The silence stretches. One minute. Two. She feels the old instinct 

rising—fill it, fix it, perform something. She opens her mouth. 

"Sit," he says, before she can speak. 

And somehow, that was exactly right. 

She sits. 

He pours tea from a clay pot into a cup without a handle. He hands it to 

her. The warmth seeps into her palms—palms that are trembling 

slightly, though she wills them to stop. 

She wraps both hands around the cup like an anchor. 

Say something, the voice demands. *Ask a question. Take control. 

Don’t just sit here like a child waiting to be told what to do.* 

But she is tired. So tired. Tired of taking control. Tired of asking 

questions. Tired of being the one who always knows what to do next. 

For one moment—just one—she lets herself not know. 

The tea is warm. The porch is solid. The mountain holds her weight. 

For a long moment, neither of them speaks. The silence is unbearable. 

She is paying for this. She should be getting something—advice, 

wisdom, a framework, a plan. 
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"So," she says, "how does this work?" 

The Lightkeeper smiles. Not unkindly. 

"You’ve already started." 

"Started what?" 

"Filling the silence." 

She does not know what to say to that. 

So she says nothing. 

The tea cools in her hands. The trees move in the wind. Somewhere, a 

bird calls and another answers. 

She thinks about all the silences she has filled. The meetings where she 

spoke first. The dinners where she steered the conversation. The nights 

when she scrolled instead of sitting still. The entire architecture of 

her life, built on the terror of empty space. 

The Lightkeeper drinks his tea. 

She drinks hers. 

The mountain holds them both. 

After a while—she cannot say how long—he speaks again. 

"Do you know what your name means?" 

She shakes her head. "Kai? It’s just a name." 

"Not Kai. Your other name. Your first name." 

She thinks. "Yeh. My mother’s name." 

"葉," he says. "Leaf." 

She has never thought about this. It is just a name. Her mother’s name, 

her grandmother’s name. Three characters on a birth certificate she 

rarely sees. 

"What does a leaf know," the Lightkeeper asks, "that you have 
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forgotten?" 

She does not answer. She cannot. 

But somewhere in her chest, something stirs. A memory she cannot place. 

A truth she cannot name. 

He stands. The audience—if that is what this was—is over. 

"Same time next week," he says. "The Lightkeeper will be here." 

She wants to ask: *What am I supposed to do? What’s the homework? 

What’s the framework?* Give me something to optimize, to measure, to 

achieve. 

But she knows, somehow, that these are the wrong questions. 

So she asks the only question that feels true: 

"Will it help?" 

The Lightkeeper looks at her. Not through her, not past her. At her. 

The way no one has looked at her in years. As if she were not a role, 

not a resume, not the sum of her deliverables—but a person who had 

arrived at the edge of something. 

"That depends," he says, "on what you’re willing to release." 

She doesn’t know what she is willing to release. She doesn’t even know 

she is holding anything. 

But somewhere in her chest, something stirs. The first small loosening 

of a grip she didn’t know she had. 

She walks back down the mountain. 

The descent is easier than the climb. Her legs still ache, but 

differently. The air is cold and clean. The leaves are falling 

everywhere now—she notices them in a way she hadn’t on the climb. 

Gold and rust and amber, drifting down without resistance. The trees 
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don’t push them off. The leaves don’t grip the branch harder as they 

fall. When the time comes, the connection simply releases—and the leaf 

floats down, and the tree survives the winter, and in spring there is 

room for something new. 

葉. Leaf. Her grandmother’s name. Her mother’s name. Her own name, 

hidden beneath the Morgan she had taken without thinking. 

She has been gripping the branch for twenty-two years. 

Her hands ache from it. 

At the trailhead, she sits in her car. 

She does not check her phone. Not yet. For one more moment, she lets the 

silence hold her. 

Something has shifted. She cannot name it, cannot measure it, cannot put 

it on a slide. But it is there. A crack in the wall she has built around 

herself. A small opening where light might enter. 

Or escape. 

She does not know yet what she will find on this mountain. She does not 

know if she is brave enough to release what the Lightkeeper asks her to 

release. She does not know who she will be on the other side. 

But she knows one thing: 

She cannot keep living the way she has been living. 

The engine is seizing. The fire is consuming itself. 

And somewhere on this mountain, there is a different way to burn. 

She starts the car. 

She drives home. 

David is asleep when she arrives. She moves through the house quietly, 

not ready to explain where she’s been or what she found there. Not 
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ready to explain it to herself. 

But she cannot sleep. 

She sits at the kitchen table—the same table where she’d typed *I 

don’t know who I am anymore*—and opens her laptop. She tells herself 

she’s checking email. She doesn’t check email. 

She searches: Zhuangzi. 

What she finds surprises her. This wasn’t monastery wisdom. Wasn’t 

hermit philosophy for people who’d opted out of real life. Zhuangzi had 

advised kings. Ministers. People who governed millions and couldn’t 

afford to break down. 

She reads about rulers so burdened by empire that they wanted to give 

their thrones away. About ministers who came to sages not for escape, 

but for survival—because the kingdom needed them functional, and they 

were falling apart. 

Wisdom for people who can’t escape, she thinks. *For people who have 

to keep leading.* 

She had assumed this was retreat thinking. Soft thinking. The kind of 

thing people did when they gave up on the real world. 

But these were strategies for rulers. For people with weight they 

couldn’t set down. For people exactly like her. 

She closes the laptop. 

The Lightkeeper’s question surfaces again: *What does a leaf know that 

you have forgotten?* 

She doesn’t know the answer. But for the first time in years, she wants 

to find out. 

The first week has begun. 
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To be continued in Chapter One… 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

 

To be continued in Chapter One… 
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C H A P T E R  O N E 

The Small Bird’s Sky 

鯤之大，不知其幾千里也 

“The vastness of Kun — who can measure it?” 

— Zhuangzi, “Free and Easy Wandering” 

The Weight 

The email arrived at 11:47 PM on a Tuesday. 

Kai was already in bed — not sleeping, never sleeping, but performing the motions of 

sleep. Lying still. Eyes closed. Breathing in a pattern she'd read about in a wellness article 

she couldn't remember the name of. Four counts in. Hold for seven. Out for eight. It wasn't 

working. It hadn't worked for months. But she kept counting because counting was doing, 

and doing was the only language she spoke. 

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She knew she shouldn't look. She looked. 

It was from Marcus Wells, her CEO. Two sentences: Kai, the board wants to accelerate 

the acquisition timeline. Let's discuss first thing tomorrow. 

First thing tomorrow. Which meant she would not sleep tonight. Which meant 

tomorrow she would run on coffee and cortisol and the muscle memory of twenty-two years 

of performing competence. Which meant by Thursday she would be so depleted that small 

decisions — which vendor, which meeting room, which font for the deck — would feel like 

trigonometry. 

She did the math without wanting to. The acquisition had been scheduled to close end of 

next quarter. Accelerating meant compressing six weeks of integration planning into three. 

It meant the 127-page operational readiness report needed three more revisions, not the one 

she had budgeted time for. It meant the two senior directors who were already circling the 

exits would see more chaos and less leadership, which meant she'd lose them, which meant 

she'd absorb their workloads on top of everything else. 

The math always led to the same place: more weight on the same spine. 

David stirred beside her. She held her breath until he settled. 
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This had become their nightly choreography. Her, rigid with the weight of things she 

couldn't name. Him, sensing it in his sleep, almost surfacing, then sinking back. Two people 

sharing a bed the way strangers share a train car — politely, carefully, never acknowledging 

what the other was carrying. 

He used to ask, "How are you really doing?" He'd stopped asking. She couldn't blame 

him. Her answer was always the same bright deflection: "Fine. Busy. You know how it is." 

She'd said it so many times that eventually he believed her. Or pretended to. She couldn't 

tell the difference anymore. This was the agreement they had made without ever speaking it 

aloud. 

She lay in the dark and felt the familiar tightness in her jaw, her shoulders, the small of 

her back. Her body had become a clenched fist. She couldn't remember the last time she'd 

unclenched it. She couldn't remember the last time she'd wanted to. 

Somewhere downstairs, the refrigerator hummed. Somewhere in the next room, Lily 

slept the bottomless sleep of a sixteen-year-old who had learned not to ask her mother for 

much. The distance between them wasn't hostile — it was worse. It was polite. They 

coexisted like respectful strangers. Kai told herself it was just the teenage years. She knew it 

wasn't. 

The ceiling was the color of nothing. 

Kai stared at it and thought about the man on the mountain. The appointment was 

Saturday — her second visit. She had told David it was a leadership development retreat, 

which was technically true if you stretched the definition wide enough. She had told no one 

else. If her directors knew she was climbing a mountain to sit with a man who told stories 

about ancient Chinese fish, they would question her judgment. If the board knew, they 

would question her capacity. 

She should cancel. She should spend Saturday with the integration plan. James in 

finance had found more discrepancies in the projections that she should have caught weeks 

ago. Two of her senior directors were circling the exits. The acquisition had a thousand 

moving parts, and she was supposed to be the one who held them all. 

She didn't cancel. 

That was the part that scared her. That something in her — some part below the 

strategies and spreadsheets and twenty-two years of discipline — needed to go back to that 

mountain more than it needed to be productive. 



THE PROVIDENCE PLAYBOOK 

LeadershipSpirituality.com 

She closed her eyes. The ceiling remained, even behind her eyelids. She counted breaths 

she couldn't feel. 

The fist did not unclench. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Climb 

Saturday came the way Saturdays had come for years — not as rest, but as borrowed time. 

Kai reviewed the wreckage of her week as she drove toward the mountain. The 

accelerated timeline had thrown everything off. Marcus had been measured in their meeting 

— not angry, which was worse. Anger she could work with. Measured meant he was 

assessing. Two of her senior directors — Hannah in systems integration and Raj in data 

migration — had both updated their LinkedIn profiles, the modern equivalent of putting out 

a distress flare. She'd stayed up until 4 AM on Wednesday rewriting the integration plan for 

the third time. At some point, she'd realized she'd been staring at the same paragraph for 

twenty minutes without reading it. The words had become shapes. The shapes had become 

nothing. 

Her body had found its own answer. It simply stopped. 

Now she was driving to a mountain to drink tea with a man she barely knew. If she 

framed it as executive development, it felt almost responsible. If she was honest, it felt like 

the only thing holding her together was the thin hope that someone, somewhere, could see 

something she couldn't. 

The parking area was nearly empty — just a truck that might belong to the Lightkeeper 

and one other car, an older sedan with a faded bumper sticker she couldn't read. She 

wondered, briefly, if other people climbed this mountain for similar reasons. If there was a 

whole invisible population of competent people quietly falling apart. 

The trail was steeper than she remembered. Or maybe she was more tired. Each step felt 

like an argument with gravity, and gravity was winning. The October air was cool, tinged 

with woodsmoke from somewhere above. Leaves — rust and gold and the deep red of things 

letting go — drifted across the trail. She didn't notice them. She was composing emails in 

her head, drafting responses to problems that might not exist yet, rehearsing conversations 

with people who weren't present. 

Her mind was three days ahead of her body. It always was. 
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Halfway up, she stopped. Not to rest — to question. 

What am I doing here? 

She had built her career on evidence-based decisions. Data. Metrics. Proof of concept 

before scaling. Where was the ROI on climbing a mountain to sit with a man who spoke in 

riddles? If one of her directors had proposed this as a wellness initiative, she would have 

asked for the research, the outcomes data, the peer-reviewed studies. 

But she knew. That was the terrible part. 

Because nothing else was working. Because the strategies that had built her career were 

now the prison that was killing her. Because she had stood in a boardroom the previous 

week and her mind had gone completely blank — not a pause, not a hesitation, but a void 

where thoughts used to be — and she had never been more terrified in her life. 

She kept climbing. 

The trees thinned as she gained elevation. Below, the valley was soft with morning haze 

— neighborhoods, highways, all the machinery of ordinary life continuing without her. She 

felt, absurdly, that she was climbing out of one world and into another. That the mountain 

was a border between what she knew and what she didn't. 

The last stretch of trail turned steep and narrow. Her thighs burned. Her breathing was 

shallow and fast, caught somewhere in her upper chest. She noticed this — or rather, she 

noticed herself not noticing it, the way she'd stopped noticing most things about her body 

months ago. Her body had become a vehicle she drove too hard and maintained too little, 

like a rental car she'd eventually return. 

The cabin came into view through the trees. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Tea 

The Lightkeeper was on the porch. Not waiting, exactly. Just there. As if he would be there 

whether she arrived or not. 

She noticed something she hadn't the first time. He was sitting very still, his eyes half-

closed, and his breathing was visible — slow, deep, from somewhere below his chest. Not 

performed. Not the four-seven-eight pattern she'd read about. Something different. 
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Something that seemed to originate not from a technique but from the man himself, as if 

stillness were his natural state and movement was the exception. 

His whole body participated in each breath. His shoulders were low, his hands resting 

open on his knees. He looked like a man for whom breathing was the first and most 

important act of the day, and everything else — the tea, the teaching, the mountain itself — 

was simply what happened after the breath. 

She watched for a moment before he opened his eyes. She filed it away without knowing 

she was filing it. Something about that breathing would return to her later, unbidden, in a 

meeting she didn't expect. 

A small wooden sign hung by the door — Chinese characters she couldn't read. She filed 

that away too. 

"You came back," he said. 

"You said you'd be here." 

"I did. That doesn't mean you had to come." 

She didn't know what to say to this. He gestured to a chair. She sat. 

Tea appeared. She didn't see him make it. One moment there was nothing, and then the 

cup was in her hands, warm, as if it had always been there and she had only just noticed. 

The tea was pale green, fragrant, nothing like the black coffee she'd been living on for 

months. The leaves were whole — not bagged, not ground, but long flat leaves resting at the 

bottom of the cup, slowly unfurling in the hot water, opening like small hands. 

She noticed his hands around his own cup — unhurried. The way he lifted it, the way he 

set it down, as if the cup were the only thing that existed in the moment. She tried to 

remember the last time she had held anything with that kind of attention. 

She opened her mouth to fill the silence — then stopped. The week before, he had caught 

her doing exactly this. "You've already started. Filling the silence." 

She closed her mouth. Waited. 

The Lightkeeper noticed. Said nothing. But something in his expression shifted — 

approval, perhaps. Or recognition. As if she had passed a small test she didn't know she was 

taking. 

"So," she said finally. "What happens now?" 

"Now?" He took a sip of his tea. "Now we drink tea." 
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"I didn't climb this mountain just to drink tea." 

"No. You climbed this mountain because you couldn't sleep. Because your body is telling 

you something your mind refuses to hear. Because you stood in a meeting last week and 

forgot how to speak." He looked at her. "How am I doing so far?" 

She stared at him. "How did you know about the meeting?" 

"I didn't. But everyone who comes here has a version of that meeting. The moment when 

the engine seized. The moment when everything that used to work… didn't." 

She drank her tea. It tasted like nothing and everything at once. Like the color green, if 

green were a flavor. 

"So what do we do about it?" 

"Ah. There it is." He smiled. "The executive question. What do we do? What's the action 

plan? Give me the framework, the template, the ten steps to sustainable leadership." He set 

down his cup. "Let me tell you a story instead." 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Tiny Fish in Dark Water 

"In the Northern darkness," the Lightkeeper began, "there lives a fish called Kun." 

Kai waited. She had learned, in the brief time since arriving, that waiting was part of how 

he taught. 

"Zhuangzi — the philosopher who tells this story — describes Kun as so vast you cannot 

measure it. Thousands of miles in size. Immeasurably huge." 

He paused. She said nothing. 

"But here's what's interesting. The Chinese character for Kun — 鯤 — actually means fish 

roe. Tiny eggs. The smallest beginning of a fish." 

"That doesn't make sense." 

"Exactly." He smiled. "The paradox is embedded in the name itself. The tiniest fish 

contains consciousness so vast it fills the Northern depths." 

Kai frowned. "What does that have to do with me?" 
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"You feel small right now, don't you? Inadequate. Like everything you built is crumbling. 

Like you're swimming in darkness and you can't see the edges of anything." 

She said nothing. But she gripped her teacup a little tighter. 

"Kun is you," he said simply. "The tiny fish in dark water. The one who doesn't yet know 

how vast she really is." 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

"The story continues," the Lightkeeper said. "When the season comes, Kun transforms." 

"Into what?" 

"Into a bird called Peng. Its wings stretch across heaven like clouds. When Peng rises, it 

beats the water for thousands of miles, rises on a whirlwind to the edge of the sky, and flies 

for six months before it rests." 

She tried to picture this. A fish becoming a bird. Water becoming air. Darkness 

becoming sky. 

"That's not how biology works." 

"No?" The Lightkeeper tilted his head. "Tell me about the caterpillar." 

"The caterpillar?" 

"What happens when it enters the chrysalis?" 

She knew this, vaguely. Something from a nature documentary Lily had watched years 

ago, when Lily still watched things with her. "It transforms. Into a butterfly." 

"But how? What actually happens inside that dark shell?" 

She didn't know. 

"The caterpillar dissolves," he said. "Almost completely. It doesn't grow wings onto its 

caterpillar body. It doesn't gradually improve its crawling until crawling becomes flying. It 

liquefies. Becomes a kind of soup. And from that dissolution, something entirely new forms. 

Something that can fly." 

He watched her. 

"If you showed a caterpillar a butterfly and said, 'That's your future,' it wouldn't believe 

you. Couldn't believe you. The transformation is too complete. The butterfly isn't a better 

caterpillar. It's not a caterpillar at all anymore." 
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"And that's what Kun becomes? A butterfly?" 

"Kun becomes Peng. A fish becomes a bird. The metaphor is different, but the 

metamorphosis is the same." He paused. "And where does Peng fly?" 

"You tell me." 

"To the Southern Sea. In ancient Chinese thought, this was called the Pool of Heaven. 

The dwelling place of the divine." 

He watched her. She felt seen in a way that was uncomfortable. 

"Notice what doesn't happen," he continued. "Kun doesn't become a better fish. Doesn't 

swim faster, or grow bigger scales, or find better water. The caterpillar doesn't become a 

better crawler. The transformation isn't incremental improvement in the same element. It's 

becoming something entirely different." 

"That sounds nice as a metaphor. But I have an acquisition to close in six weeks. I can't 

just dissolve and become a butterfly." 

"No?" He tilted his head. "What would you call what's happening to you right now? The 

sleeplessness. The blank moments. The feeling that everything you've built is somehow not 

enough. You think that's normal stress?" 

"I think it's burnout." 

"Burnout." He said the word carefully, as if examining it. "That's the clinical name. 

Here's another name: the chrysalis. The place where the old form dissolves so something 

new can emerge." 

"So my breakdown is… metamorphosis?" 

"Your breakdown is Kun stirring in the Northern darkness. The caterpillar sensing that 

the chrysalis is coming. The fish beginning to feel that water isn't the only element." 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Small Birds 

"There's more to the story," the Lightkeeper said. "When Peng rises, a cicada and a dove are 

watching from a tree branch." 

Kai refilled her tea. She was starting to understand that the stories were the teaching. 

There wouldn't be a PowerPoint at the end. No executive summary. No action items. 



THE PROVIDENCE PLAYBOOK 

LeadershipSpirituality.com 

"The cicada and dove laugh at Peng. 'We flutter up and land on an elm tree,' they say. 

'Sometimes we don't even make it that far and just fall to the ground. What's all this about 

rising to the edge of the sky? Where does it think it's going?'" 

"Let me guess. They represent small-minded people." 

"That's the obvious reading. And it's wrong." He leaned forward. "The cicada and dove 

are successful. They fly perfectly well. They've mastered their world — the tree-to-tree flight 

that their lives require. They're not stupid or lazy. They're competent." 

"Then what's the problem?" 

"Their consciousness fits their world. Which is exactly why it can never expand." He 

paused. "They're caterpillars who have become excellent at crawling. They've optimized 

their caterpillar existence. They've never needed to imagine flight, so they can't. They look at 

the butterfly and see something absurd." 

"So they're stuck." 

"They don't feel stuck. That's the point." He set down his cup. "People don't change until 

the pain of staying the same becomes greater than the pain of change. The cicada feels no 

pain. The dove is doing fine. They have no reason to transform — and so they never will." 

He looked at her. 

"In that case, your pain is a blessing, isn't it?" 

Kai set down her cup. The words landed somewhere deep, in a place she didn't know was 

listening. 

"You're saying my exhaustion is… good?" 

"I'm saying it can be. But not automatically." He paused. "In Chinese, the word for crisis 

is 危機 — two characters. The first means danger. The second means the pivot point — the 

hinge on which everything turns. Not opportunity, as people often say. Something more 

precise than that. The hinge. The place where the door either opens or stays shut." 

He let this settle. 

"Your burnout is both. It can destroy you, or it can transform you. The chrysalis is not a 

guarantee. It's a threshold." 

"What do you mean?" 

"In the wild, less than five percent of monarch caterpillars survive to become butterflies. 

Predators. Parasites. Harsh conditions. The chrysalis is fragile. Most don't make it." He met 
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her eyes. "But in a protected environment — with the right conditions, the right guidance — 

that number rises to ninety percent." 

She did the math. "That's… eighteen times higher." 

"The difference isn't the caterpillar. It's the environment. The guidance. The protection 

during the most vulnerable stage of transformation." He gestured between them. "That's 

what this is. Not because you're weak. Because metamorphosis is dangerous. The 

dissolution is real. Not everyone who enters the chrysalis emerges with wings." 

"So my crisis could go either way." 

"Your crisis will go one way or another. The question is whether you navigate it alone — 

like a caterpillar in the wild — or whether you allow yourself to be guided through." 

She sat with this. The mountain was quiet. Somewhere below, her phone had no signal, 

and for once, she didn't miss it. 

"So my exhaustion is the first sign that crawling isn't enough anymore," she said slowly. 

"But whether I fly or die depends on what happens next." 

"Now you're beginning to see." 

"And the cicada and dove?" 

"They're the voices in your head that say: 'Why question what's working? Why climb this 

mountain? Why sit with riddles when you could be fixing the integration plan?' They're the 

part of you that has become so good at crawling that it can't imagine flying. They'll never 

need to transform — and so they never will. They'll never know the danger of the chrysalis. 

But they'll never know the sky, either." 

She thought of Marcus Wells. Of the board. Of her CEO's measured tone and all the 

competent people flying tree to tree around her, wondering why she seemed to be struggling 

with what used to be easy. 

Maybe struggling was the beginning of something else. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Kingdom Lotion 

"One more story," the Lightkeeper said. "Then we talk about what comes next." 
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Kai realized, with surprise, that she didn't want to be done. That for the first time in 

months, she was somewhere she didn't want to leave. Somewhere her phone hadn't buzzed 

because there was no signal on this mountain, and she hadn't missed it. 

"There was a family," he began, "who for generations possessed a secret. A lotion that 

prevented hands from cracking in cold water." 

"Like a moisturizer?" 

"Like protection. This was ancient China. They used the lotion to bleach silk through 

bitter winters. While other workers' hands bled and cracked, theirs stayed whole. 

Generation after generation, they survived. They provided for their families. They built a 

small legacy." 

"Then a stranger arrived. Offered a hundred pieces of gold for the recipe." 

"That's a lot." 

"More than they'd make in a lifetime of bleaching silk. So they sold it. Happily. They'd 

transformed generations of struggle into instant wealth. They celebrated. They were wise. 

They were practical." 

He paused. 

"The stranger took the same lotion — the exact same formula — to a king who was 

fighting a winter naval war. Troops whose hands didn't freeze in the water won a decisive 

battle. The stranger was rewarded with a vast fiefdom. Land. Title. Legacy that would last 

generations." 

Kai saw it immediately. "Same lotion. Different application." 

"Same lotion. Different consciousness." The Lightkeeper nodded. "The family wasn't 

foolish. They used kingdom wisdom for household survival — honorably, for generations. 

But they couldn't see what the stranger saw. Not because he was smarter. Because his 

consciousness was oriented toward something bigger." 

She thought of her skills. Her twenty-two years of climbing. The strategic thinking, the 

operational expertise, the ability to see around corners that others miss. She'd been using 

them to bleach silk. To hit quarterly targets. To close acquisitions. To keep the machine 

running. 

What if there was a kingdom application? 
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"You already have the lotion," the Lightkeeper said quietly. "Your skills, your experience, 

your hard-won expertise. These aren't the problem. The problem is consciousness. The 

problem is what you can see." 

"The family was still a caterpillar," she said slowly. "Using caterpillar wisdom. The 

stranger had become something else." 

The Lightkeeper smiled. "Now you're beginning to see." 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Resistance 

"This is beautiful," Kai said finally. "But it doesn't solve anything." 

"No?" 

"I still have an acquisition closing in six weeks — maybe three, now. I still have directors 

threatening to leave. I still have a CEO who's starting to wonder if I can handle my job. 

Telling me I'm a caterpillar who needs to become a butterfly doesn't change any of that." 

The Lightkeeper didn't argue. He poured more tea. 

"You're right," he said. "These stories don't solve anything. They're not supposed to." 

"Then what's the point?" 

"The point is the first word of our journey. Consciousness." He looked at her. "Before 

anything can change, you have to see differently. Not fix — see. Not solve — recognize. 

Without consciousness, there is no transformation. The caterpillar that doesn't know it's 

meant to fly will optimize its crawling forever." 

"Recognize what?" 

"That your exhaustion isn't a problem to be solved. It's a chrysalis. That your crisis isn't 

evidence of failure — it's evidence of metamorphosis trying to happen. That you're not 

broken. You're Kun, stirring in the Northern darkness. You're the caterpillar, beginning to 

dissolve." 

She wanted to argue. She was good at arguing. She'd built a career on it. 

But something in her was tired of arguing. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 



THE PROVIDENCE PLAYBOOK 

LeadershipSpirituality.com 

The Opening 

The fire had burned low. Kai hadn't noticed it being lit, but embers glowed in a small 

woodstove near the wall, and the cabin smelled of cedar and something older — woodsmoke 

layered into the walls over years. 

"There's a phrase," the Lightkeeper said. "From a teacher who lived in a different time 

and place, but said something remarkably similar to what Zhuangzi was teaching." 

He waited until she looked at him. 

"The ones who are emptied of themselves — who have come to the end of their own 

sufficiency — they discover that everything they need has been there all along. The kingdom 

belongs to the bankrupt." 

Kai turned the words over. "The kingdom belongs to the bankrupt." 

"Notice the verb tense. Not will belong. Not shall eventually be given. It belongs to 

them. Present tense. In their poverty. In their exhaustion. In their Northern darkness. In 

their dissolution." 

"You're saying my bankruptcy is… a qualification?" 

"I'm saying the cicada and dove will never see the Southern Sea. Because they don't need 

to. They're successful. They're competent. They're excellent crawlers who have never needed 

to fly." He paused. "You're not fine. And that's exactly why metamorphosis is possible." 

Something in his words landed differently than the stories had. The stories had been 

interesting — she could hold them at a distance, admire them like artifacts in a museum. 

But this landed in her chest. The kingdom belongs to the bankrupt. 

She had been bankrupt for months. Maybe years. Running the numbers on an account 

that had gone to zero long ago, performing solvency for an audience that couldn't tell the 

difference. 

What if the going-to-zero was the point? 

She didn't say this out loud. But the Lightkeeper saw it. He saw things. 

He simply nodded, as if she had spoken. The silence between them was no longer 

uncomfortable. It had become a room they could both stand in. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 
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Your Trance 

The sun had moved. Kai didn't know how long they'd been talking. Time worked differently 

on this mountain. 

"I'm not going to give you homework," the Lightkeeper said. "Executives get enough 

homework." 

"Then how does this work?" 

"The stories are the work. They're not illustrations of concepts for you to analyze. 

They're seeds." He paused. "A teacher I once studied said, 'My voice will go with you.' He 

understood that teaching tales work beneath the surface — in the places your conscious 

mind can't control or optimize." 

"So they're… subliminal?" 

"They're seeds. But they're also yeast." 

"Yeast?" 

"You know how yeast works? A tiny amount, hidden in the flour. You can't see it doing 

anything. You can't speed it up by watching. In fact, if you keep opening the oven to check, 

you ruin the bread." He smiled. "The transformation happens in hiddenness, in darkness, 

while you're busy with other things. And when it's done, the whole loaf has risen. Not just 

part of it. The whole thing, transformed from within." 

"So I'm the dough." 

"You're the dough. And these stories are the yeast. They'll work through everything — 

your meetings, your decisions, your sleepless nights — until something in you has risen that 

wasn't there before. You can't force it. You can't watch it happen. You can only create the 

conditions and wait." 

He gestured toward the trail she would descend. 

"While you're busy with acquisitions and integration plans, these stories will be working 

somewhere deeper. Like yeast in dough. Like seeds in dark soil. Like the caterpillar 

dissolving in the chrysalis — while no one is watching. Including the caterpillar." 

"So I just… wait?" 

"You just live. The stories will do what stories do. Without consciousness, there is no 

transformation — but consciousness isn't something you achieve. It's something that 
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emerges when the right seeds are planted in the right soil. When the yeast is mixed into the 

flour." 

"And my exhaustion is the soil." 

"Your exhaustion has made you ready to receive what the cicada can never hear. The 

dove's bread will never rise because the dove doesn't know it needs to." 

She sat with this. 

"But I will suggest one subtraction," he continued. 

"Subtraction?" 

"Most development is addition. You've been through the programs, I'm sure. Leadership 

training. Executive coaching. Personal development. What do they give you?" 

She knew this list by heart. "Frameworks. Strategies. New skills. Morning routines. 

Habits to build. Books to read. Techniques to master." 

"And how's that working?" 

She said nothing. 

"You arrive exhausted from carrying too much, and people hand you more to carry. 

More tools. More strategies. More things to remember, to practice, to optimize." He shook 

his head. "It's like watching someone drown and throwing them a backpack. Here, this will 

help you swim better." 

"So what's different about this?" 

"This journey works differently. Each week, we don't add something. We subtract 

something. We take weight off. We let go of what's been crushing you — most of which you 

didn't even know you were carrying." 

"What do I subtract this week?" 

He looked at her steadily. 

"Your trance." 

She blinked. "My what?" 

"Your trance. The autopilot. You've been operating on automatic for so long you've 

forgotten there's someone behind the controls. You react without seeing. You plan without 

pausing. You drive to a mountain and compose emails in your head the entire way up. You 
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lie in bed counting breaths from an article you can't remember, performing relaxation 

because performing is the only mode you have." 

She opened her mouth. Closed it. He had described her morning exactly. Her week. Her 

life. She hadn't told him any of that. 

"Your trance isn't laziness," he continued. "It's efficiency. Your mind automated 

everything that seemed to work — the scanning for threats, the running of scenarios, the 

constant forward motion — and now it runs without you. You're not driving. You're being 

driven." 

"That's… every executive I know." 

"Yes. And it's why every executive I know is either burning out or too numb to notice 

they should be. The trance is the cage the small birds built for themselves. They can't see a 

bigger sky because the autopilot was designed for tree-to-tree flight. It does that brilliantly. 

But it can't do anything else." 

"So how do I… wake up?" 

"You don't. Not all at once. You can't think your way out of a trance — thinking is part of 

the trance. You start smaller than that." 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Discipline 

The Lightkeeper took a long, slow breath. Kai watched his chest rise and fall. It was the 

same breathing she had noticed when she arrived — deep, unhurried, originating 

somewhere below thought. His whole body settled with each exhale, as if he were releasing 

something invisible with every out-breath. Not tension, exactly. More like the habit of 

holding. 

"Where is your breath right now?" he asked. 

She frowned. "What?" 

"Right now. This moment. Where is your breath?" 

She noticed, with something like shock, that she had no idea. She had been breathing all 

morning — obviously — but she couldn't locate it in her body. It was shallow, quick, trapped 

somewhere in her upper chest like a bird in a room. 
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"I don't… I'm not sure." 

"That's the trance." His voice was gentle but precise. "You are alive — your body is 

breathing you, keeping you alive, right now — and you don't even know where it's 

happening. You've been so far up in your head, running scenarios and drafting emails, that 

you've left your own body." 

She wanted to argue that breathing was automatic, that everyone breathes without 

thinking about it, that noticing your breath was a meditation cliché she'd heard a thousand 

times. But the Lightkeeper's breathing was so visibly different from hers — his whole body 

participated, slow and steady, as if breath were the first fact of being alive and everything 

else was commentary — that the argument died before she formed it. 

He hadn't learned that from a wellness article. Whatever that breathing was, it came 

from somewhere deeper than technique. 

"I'm not going to teach you a breathing technique," he said. "You'd turn it into a 

productivity hack by Tuesday." 

She almost smiled. He wasn't wrong. 

"Instead, I'm going to give you ten seconds." 

"Ten seconds." 

"Before your next meeting. Before you open your laptop. Before you answer the phone. 

Before you walk into your house at the end of the day. Ten seconds. Don't change anything. 

Don't fix anything. Don't breathe better. Just notice: where is my breath right now?" 

"That's it?" 

"That's it. One breath, noticed, is the first crack in the autopilot. You're not trying to 

meditate. You're not trying to relax. You're trying to catch yourself mid-trance. To see the 

program while it's running." 

"Ten seconds won't change anything." 

"Ten seconds will change everything. Because for those ten seconds, you will not be on 

autopilot. For ten seconds, you will be the one looking, not the one being driven. And that —

" he set down his cup, "— is consciousness. The door. The first subtraction." 

He rose and moved toward the door — the universal signal that the session was ending. 

"Same time next week," he said. "The Lightkeeper will be here." 
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She nodded. The phrase felt formal, ceremonial — like something he'd said a thousand 

times before. She didn't yet know how much those words would come to mean. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

The Descent 

The trail down was easier. Or maybe she was lighter. 

Kai didn't feel transformed. She didn't feel like a butterfly. She felt like exactly what she 

was: a tired executive walking down a mountain, returning to a life that would still be 

waiting when she arrived. The acquisition. The directors. The CEO. The integration plan 

that still needed three more revisions, or five, or however many it took to outrun the feeling 

that she was building something on a foundation she could no longer trust. 

But something was different. 

The stories were still with her. The tiny fish in dark water. The bird with wings like 

clouds. The caterpillar dissolving into soup before it became something that could fly. The 

family who couldn't see the kingdom in their own wisdom. The monarch — five percent in 

the wild, ninety with guidance. 

And the breathing. She could still see the Lightkeeper on the porch, his chest rising and 

falling like the mountain itself was breathing through him. His whole body at ease in a way 

she had forgotten was possible. She tried to find her own breath. It was still shallow, still 

quick, still trapped in her upper chest. But she could feel it now. That was new. 

The trail wound down through the trees. She walked more slowly than she had climbed, 

and she wasn't sure whether that was exhaustion or something else. The leaves were 

everywhere — on the trail, in the air, covering the ground in a patchwork of russet and gold. 

A single leaf drifted past her face, close enough to touch, spiraling down through the still air 

in no hurry at all. 

She watched it fall without resistance, without gripping the branch harder as it released. 

葉. Her grandmother's name. Her mother's name. Her own name, hiding underneath the 

Morgan. 

The Lightkeeper had asked her, that first day: What does a leaf know that you have 

forgotten? 

She still didn't know. But she was beginning to wonder. 
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✦    ✦    ✦ 

On the drive home, she turned off the radio. She didn't compose emails. She didn't rehearse 

Monday's meeting. She just drove. The highway unwound ahead of her, and for a few miles, 

she was simply a woman in a car, moving through space, breathing air she could almost feel. 

She thought about her integration plan. About James and his discrepancies. About 

Hannah, who had told her the server migration timeline was unrealistic, and whom she had 

thanked politely and overruled. About Marcus Wells's measured tone, which she had 

interpreted as disappointment but which might have been something else entirely. Concern, 

maybe. The concern of a man who had watched a good leader dissolving and didn't know 

how to say so. 

She'd been treating all of it like problems to solve. Dragons to slay. Obstacles to conquer. 

What if they're the chrysalis? 

The thought was small. It didn't change anything. But it sat in her chest like something 

that might, eventually, grow wings. 

My voice will go with you, the Lightkeeper had said. Someone else's words, borrowed. 

But she understood now. The stories weren't information to be processed. They were seeds 

planted in soil that her exhaustion had finally made ready. Yeast mixed into flour that her 

pain had finally kneaded. 

She didn't have to make them work. 

They were already working. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

David was reading when she walked in. 

"How was the retreat?" 

She stood in the doorway. He looked up. 

"Good," she said. "Strange. I'm not sure yet." 

He nodded. Waited. He'd learned to wait. Twenty years of marriage had taught him the 

difference between her processing silence and her avoidance silence. This was processing. 

"I heard a story today," she said. "About a fish that becomes a bird. And a caterpillar that 

becomes soup before it can fly." 
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"That's not how either of those work." 

She laughed. It surprised both of them. It had been months since she'd laughed. 

"Actually, the caterpillar one is true. They really do dissolve." 

"Huh." He considered this. "That's kind of terrifying." 

"Yeah." She crossed the room. Sat on the couch beside him. For a moment, she didn't 

check her phone. Didn't review the day. Didn't plan tomorrow. Didn't calculate how many 

hours until the next crisis. 

She just sat. 

"I'm tired, David." 

"I know." 

"I don't mean sleep-tired. I mean…" 

"I know." He put down his book. Looked at her. Really looked. "I've known for a while." 

She didn't cry. Not yet. But something in her chest loosened. A grip she didn't know 

she'd been holding. 

"I don't know what I'm doing," she said. 

"That's okay." 

"I'm supposed to know. That's my job. That's who I am." 

David reached for her hand. She let him take it. His hand was warm. Familiar. A 

continent she used to know. 

"Maybe," he said, "you're becoming someone else. Just to see." 

She thought of the chrysalis. The dark place where everything dissolved. The place that 

felt like ending but was actually becoming. 

危機. Danger and the pivot point. Five percent or ninety. 

"Maybe," she said. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

Later. In bed. David asleep beside her, his breathing deep and steady — the breathing of a 

man who had made his peace with things she was only beginning to question. 
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The ceiling was still the color of nothing. 

But Kai didn't reach for her phone. She didn't compose emails. She didn't rerun the 

integration timeline in her head. She didn't count breaths from an article she couldn't 

remember. 

She just noticed. 

Where is my breath right now? 

It was still shallow. Still quick. Still trapped in her upper chest like a bird in a room. But 

she could feel it. She could feel the edges of her own breathing for the first time in she didn't 

know how long. 

She didn't try to change it. She just noticed. 

For ten seconds, she was not on autopilot. For ten seconds, she was the one looking. 

It wasn't enough to change anything. 

It was the first crack. 

Somewhere, beneath the surface, the yeast was working. The seeds were germinating. 

The caterpillar was beginning to dissolve. 

The first week had begun. 

✦    ✦    ✦ 

This week's subtraction: Your Trance — the autopilot that keeps you reacting 

without seeing. 

This week's discipline: Breathing — ten seconds. Where is my breath right now? 

This week's question: What if my exhaustion is not failure, but a chrysalis? 

損之又損，以至於無為 

Subtract. Keep subtracting. Until Providence gets through. 

— Dao De Jing (The Lightkeeper's Adaptation) 
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The Journey Continues 

Kai’s story has just begun. Over the next seven chapters, she will encounter eight 

subtractions that dismantle everything she thought was keeping her safe—and 

discover the ancient operating system that was always waiting underneath. 

If her ceiling is your ceiling, the Lightkeeper is here. 

──────────────────────────────────────── 

  

Take the Leadership Vitality Diagnostic 

A free self-reflection tool to discover where you stand on the path from burning out to 

burning bright. 
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Ready for the Full Journey? 

The Burn Bright Collective is an 8-week guided transformation for exhausted executives. 

Small cohort. One Lightkeeper. Ancient wisdom for modern leaders. 
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You’re not broken. You’re burdened. And the difference changes everything. 


