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Dark Leverage: Free Chapter

A NOTE BEFORE THE CHAPTER

Dark Leverage was written during the forced space after | got laid off in
October — the kind of stretch where theory gets tested against rent,
inboxes, favors, silence, and the awkward reality of needing help.

A lot of people helped me through that period. To everyone who
contributed to or shared the GoFundMe, checked in, sent work, made an
introduction, listened, or helped keep me moving: thank you.

This sample contains Chapter 1. The complete edition includes the full
PDF, EPUB, and TXT versions.

Chapter 1: What Power Actually Is

OPENING THESIS

Most people get power wrong before they even begin to think about it.
They picture it as domination — the raised voice, the corner office, the
person who makes others flinch. That is not power. That is theater. Real
power is quieter, more structural, and far more durable than any display of
force. Power isthe capacity to shape outcomes:. to change what happens,
who gets what, and how others behave — often without being visibly
involved at all.

Understanding power begins with stripping away the mythology. Power is
not moral or immoral by nature. It is afeature of every human system,
from afamily dinner table to a corporate merger. The person who pretends
not to care about power is often one of its most sophisticated users.
Ignorance of power does not exempt you from its effects — it simply
makes you someone else's piece to move.

This book exists because power is real, it operates continuously around
you, and it favors those who understand it. That is not cynicdl. It is
accurate.



CORE PRINCIPLES

Power Is Relational, Not Absolute

Power does not live inside a person. It livesin relationships. A CEO has no
power over astranger on the street. A parent's authority collapses the
moment a child leaves home and stops needing their approval. Power is
always conditional on context, dependency, and the beliefs of those
involved.

This means two things: First, your power over any given situation depends
on what other people need from you, believe about you, or fear losing from
you. Second, you can expand or shrink your power by changing those
variables — even when you cannot change your title, wealth, or formal
position.

Power Operates in Three Forms

Structural power comes from position — atitle, an ingtitution, arole that
grants authority by default. It is borrowed from a system. It works until the
system stops backing it.

Relational power comes from the specific dynamics between people —
who trusts whom, who owes whom, who controls the information flow.
Thisformisbuilt over time and is far harder to strip away.

Situational power comes from context — who has the most options, the
least need, the clearest exit. Two people of equal formal status can walk
into a negotiation with radically different actual power, depending purely
on who needs the deal more.

Sophisticated people layer all three. They hold a position, build
relationships that reinforce it, and engineer situations where they carry
more options than the peopl e across the table.

Power Is Perception

Thisisthe principle most people resist because it feels unfair: power is
largely what others believe it to be. A doctor who speaks with confidence
and clarity is perceived as more competent than one who hesitates —
regardless of which of them is actually the better physician. A negotiator



who seems genuinely unbothered by the outcome holds real leverage
because others assume they have alternatives, whether or not they do.

Thisisnot acall to fake confidence or manufacture afalse persona. Itisa
call to understand that the gap between your actual capability and others
perception of it is often where power is gained or lost. Managing that gap
isaskill.

Power Has a Maintenance Cost

Holding power requires ongoing investment. Neglect your relationships
and they erode. Let your reputation drift and others step into the space you
vacated. Stop demonstrating competence and people start testing you.
Power is not a possession you lock in adrawer — it is agarden that dies
without tending.

Thisiswhy so many people lose power without avisible defeat. They did
not make a catastrophic mistake. They simply stopped doing the work of
maintaining what they had.

PRACTICAL EXAMPLES
Creative Example: The Room Befor e the Set

A musician can walk into a venue with no formal authority and still read
the power map clearly. The booker controls the calendar. The sound
engineer controls whether the room hears the song properly. The bartender
may know which opener actually brings people. The artist with the smaller
online presence but areal local draw may have more leverage than the act
with better branding and no crowd.

Power in that situation is not "who is the best musician." It iswho controls
access, timing, attention, and dependency. The naive artist negotiates as if
the song isthe only variable. The sharper artist reads the whole room
before asking for anything.

Example 1: The Structural vs. Relational Shift

A mid-level manager at a consulting firm had no formal authority over the
senior partners. But over three years, she had become the person who



understood the firm's largest client relationship better than anyone —
including the partners. When that client relationship needed managing,
every path ran through her. She never got a promotion that reflected it. She
didn't need one. She had leverage without atitle, because the partners
needed what only she understood.

When she eventually left for a competitor, the client followed. Structural
power (the partners' titles) had been quietly subordinated to her relational
power (the client's trust) and situational power (she controlled the exit).

Example 2: The Unbothered Negotiator

Two companies negotiate alicensing deal. Company A needs the deal
badly — their quarterly numbers depend on it, and the board is watching.
Company B isinterested but has three other optionsin play. In the meeting,
Company A's representatives keep moving toward agreement, accepting
terms, closing gaps. Company B's representative takes notes, nods, says
"welll need to think about that,” and leaves without pressing.

The deal closes on Company B'sterms. Company A got what they wanted
but paid more than they needed to because they were visibly hungry for it.
Company B's leverage came not from what they said but from what they
didn't need to say.

Example 3: The Perception Audit

A relatively junior employee in alarge organization noticed that her actual
output was significantly above average, but she was consistently passed
over for high-visibility assignments. She spent several weeks observing
how decisions were made and discovered the problem: the people who
received those assignments were the ones senior |eadership saw in the
hallways, heard in meetings, and associated with specific successful
projects — by name.

Her output was invisible because she was invisible. She began attending
certain meetings she hadn't before, asked targeted questions rather than
sitting silently, and volunteered for one visible project. Within six months,
the assignments started coming her way. Nothing changed except
perception.



MISTAKES TO AVOID

Confusing noise with power. The loudest person in the room is often the
least powerful — they need to perform because they cannot simply
command. Watch for the quietest person who seems most certain of the
outcome. That is usually where actual authority sits.

Treating power asfixed. "I have no power in this situation™ is almost
never true. It usually means"| haven't identified what | have that the other
person needs." Power is always somewhere. Your job isto find whereitis
and whether any of it belongsto you.

Overusing what you have. Power used visibly and frequently diminishes.
The person who constantly reminds others of their status or authority is
spending it down. Real power often works better as potential — the
awareness that you could act, rather than constant demonstration that you
are acting.

Ignoring maintenance. Relationships you take for granted are
relationships you are slowly losing. Information monopolies expire when
others catch up. Reputations drift if you don't occasionally reinforce them.
Power without maintenance is a bank account quietly being drained.

Moralizing instead of observing. Many people find power uncomfortable
and spend energy condemning it rather than understanding it. Thisisa
liability. The dynamics around you operate whether you approve of them
or not.

DEFENSIVE USES

Understanding what power actually is allows you to stop being moved by
its theatrical forms. When someone raises their voice, increases formality,
or deploys status signals, you can recognize these as performance and ask:
does this person actually have leverage over me? What do they need from
this interaction? Where is their real exit, and where is mine?

Y ou can aso audit your own dependencies. Who controls something you
currently need — income, information, approval, access? Any person or
institution in that position holds structural power over you, whether or not



they are using it conscioudly. The answer is not necessarily to escape all
dependencies. It isto know which onesyou are in and to build aternatives
before you need them.

ETHICAL USES

Power in the hands of someone with sound values is agood thing. The
person who understands how influence works can use it to protect people
who don't. A manager who grasps how status and perception operate can
be intentional about making their team visible rather than hoarding credit.
A negotiator who understands leverage can use it to reach genuinely fair
outcomes rather than simply the outcomes that favor one side.

Understanding power is not the same as choosing to abuseiit. It simply
removes the naive assumption that good intentions alone produce good
outcomes. Ethical action backed by skillful use of influence is more
effective than ethical action backed by hope.

FIELD NOTES

* Power is situational. What works in one context fails in another. Map the
specific dynamics of each situation you face, rather than applying a
generic template.

» The most dangerous power move is one you don't recognize as a power
move. Learn to see them.

* Never let someone else's model of who you are become more
authoritative than your own. Reputation is built by others but it can be
contested.

* In any interaction, ask: what does this person need to believe istrue for
thisto go their way? That is usualy the lever.

CHAPTER TAKEAWAYS

1. Power is the capacity to shape outcomes — not a personality trait, not a
moral failing, and not the exclusive property of the formally powerful.



2. Power existsin three overlapping forms: structural (position), relational
(trust and dependency), and situational (options and alternatives). The
strongest players layer all three.

3. Perception of power is real power. Managing the gap between your
actual capability and others' understanding of it is alegitimate skill.

4. Power requires maintenance. Relationships, reputations, and
information advantages all erode without attention.

5. Not understanding power does not protect you fromit. It just means
others are steering the outcome.

6. The goa is not to become ruthless — it is to become accurate. Accurate
about how things actually work, how decisions get made, and how you
fit into the systems around you.

This sample contains Chapter 1 of Dark Leverage.



