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  Dedication


For the builders who keep going when the code breaks, the pitch wobbles, and the coffee runs out. 
For the dreamers who bet on themselves anyway.
And for everyone who’s ever learned the hard way that the right partnership isn’t the one that makes you smaller,
it’s the one that helps you stay stubbornly, unapologetically you.
-TJ







  
  Chapter 1: The Demo That Ate My Career


The thing about live demos is they make liars out of everyone. 
They turn calm people into sweaty prophets. They turn robust systems into delicate houseplants. They turn “we tested this fifteen times” into “we have discovered a new, exciting category of failure.”
I stood behind a velvet rope in a hotel ballroom that smelled like citrus sanitizer and burnt coffee, and I watched my future flicker on a sixty-inch monitor that had never met a patch it didn’t hate.
A banner hung above the stage with cheerful confidence: FOUNDERS NIGHT: BUILDING TOMORROW.
Tomorrow, apparently, was running on airport Wi-Fi.
Priya Desai, my head of engineering and the only person on earth allowed to tell me to shut up, nudged my elbow. “You’re doing the thing.”
“What thing?”
“The stare. The one where you try to intimidate technology.”
I didn’t take my eyes off the monitor. “It’s working.”
“It’s not,” she said. “The monitor is still alive.”
A volunteer in a neon staff shirt scurried by carrying a coil of cables like he was late to a rope-rescue. Somewhere behind us, a startup founder laughed too loudly at his own joke. A hundred plastic badges flashed in the overhead lights. The room had the energy of a middle-school talent show, except everyone had investors.
Or wanted them.
Or was pretending they didn’t.
I ran my thumb along the edge of my own badge. JENNI PARK in bold black letters. Underneath: VEIL — CEO/FOUNDER.
The “CEO” part felt ridiculous in rooms like this. Like a costume you bought online that arrived slightly too big.
Priya’s phone vibrated. She glanced down, then up at me. “We good on the handshake?”
“We’re good,” I said.
That was the answer I gave when I didn’t want to be the person who said, I don’t know, and I’m going to set something on fire if it fails.
Veil was my company. My idea. My problem. My late-night obsession and my morning dread. We built a trust layer for remote teams — identity verification that didn’t require you to hand your entire life to an algorithm and then hope it behaved.
We weren’t flashy. We didn’t slap “AI” on everything like a sticker you used to hide scratches.
We were careful.
Which was why my stomach tightened when I saw the guest Wi-Fi network name blinking on my laptop: FOUNDERFEST_GUEST.
Careful systems hated guest networks. Careful systems disliked ballrooms. Careful systems, in my experience, preferred to live in quiet rooms with stable power and a lack of human optimism.
“Two minutes,” a stagehand announced, like he was calling the end of the world.
My team hovered close. Priya. Mina, our product designer, who had the kind of composed expression you only got from years of pretending not to cry at work. And Omar, our security engineer, who was trying to look invisible while holding a backup laptop like it was a baby.
The backup laptop was my idea.
Priya had called it “the emotional support device.”
I tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear and forced my shoulders down. Relax. You’re fine. This is fine.
The phrase that popped into my head was not fine. It was disaster with good lighting.
“Remember,” Mina murmured, “if the demo lags, you do the story. You do not apologize.”
“I don’t apologize,” I said.
Priya’s eyebrows did a slow climb. “You apologize. You just don’t say the word ‘sorry.’ You do it with your entire face.”
I looked at her. “My face is neutral.”
“Your face is drafting legal documents,” she said.
Behind the rope, the stage area buzzed. The emcee — a guy in a blazer so tight it looked like it was holding his personality in — shuffled his cards and smiled at the crowd like he knew something we didn’t.
“Next up,” he said into the mic, “we’ve got Veil. They’re building a trust layer for distributed teams. Real-time verification, secure approvals, deepfake-resistant meeting authentication.”
He hit the words like they were notes in a song. People leaned in. Phones came up. The front row, where the investors sat with practiced boredom, didn’t move.
I could feel my pulse in my fingertips.
Priya stepped closer. “You’re going to crush it.”
She meant it. Which was unfortunate, because it raised the stakes from public embarrassment to letting down the person I trust most.
I inhaled once. Then again, slower. I stepped out from behind the rope.
The stage lights were brighter than they looked from the floor. They warmed my skin and made the air feel thin. The ballroom noise shifted. A hush that wasn’t really a hush, but an attention pivot. Like everyone had agreed, for three minutes, to be one organism.
I walked to the center of the stage and smiled. The smile felt like a new pair of shoes. Fine if you didn’t move too quickly.
“Hi,” I said, leaning into the mic. My voice sounded steady. My body felt like it was trying to vibrate through my bones. “I’m Jenni Park, founder of Veil.”
The screen behind me displayed our clean black-and-white logo. Minimal. Calm. Not screaming for attention like half the companies in the room.
“Remote work isn’t going away,” I continued. “But trust keeps getting harder. You don’t just need to know what was approved, or when. You need to know who actually did it.”
A ripple of recognition through the crowd. People had felt this. Every team had a horror story about a compromised account, a phishing link, a Slack message that looked real until it wasn’t.
I clicked the remote. The slide changed. An interface appeared: a video call window, a small confirmation panel, a blue “verify” prompt.
“Veil adds a verification step to high-risk moments,” I said. “Approving payments. Accessing sensitive files. Joining executive meetings.”
I kept it simple. This wasn’t the time to show off. This was the time to make them want to see more.
“Let’s say you’re on a leadership call,” I went on, and I glanced at the front row. “Someone joins late. They look like your CFO. They sound like your CFO.”
I clicked again.
The screen displayed a video tile: a woman in a neat blouse, smiling politely. Under her name: MARA — CFO.
“She’s asking you to approve a transfer,” I said. “Do you trust it?”
Phones glinted in the crowd.
On my laptop, the Veil panel popped up: a prompt for verification, a short countdown, a blue button.
“This takes less than two seconds,” I said. “No biometric storage. No surveillance. A lightweight handshake tied to device and session integrity.”
I clicked the button.
The blue circle on-screen spun once.
Then spun again.
Then froze.
It was a small thing. The kind of pause the human brain notices even when you’re trying not to.
The ballroom seemed to inhale.
I stared at the circle. My remote felt suddenly too light in my hand.
Come on.
The circle spun again, like it had heard me and was mocking me.
I smiled wider because my body’s default in crisis was to project calm and then scream internally until something broke.
“This is where I tell you that this is the moment it verifies,” I said, a little dry. Laughter trickled through the crowd, hesitant but real.
I clicked again.
The screen flickered.
The CFO tile went black for a split second. Then returned, but pixelated, like an old video file struggling to load. The verification panel blinked, vanished, then reappeared with a polite message:
Reconnecting…
No.
Not reconnecting.
Not in a room full of people.
Not right now.
Behind my smile, my thoughts sharpened into bullets.
Network. Latency. Websocket handshake. DNS. Proxy.
I tried the backup flow. A second click. A toggle.
The panel flashed and then, as if embarrassed, vanished entirely.
The video call window expanded to fill the screen, turning my “secure verification demo” into a generic video tile with a frozen face.
The CFO’s polite smile locked in place like a portrait.
Somewhere in the back, someone whispered loudly enough for it to carry: “Is it down?”
My left hand tightened around the remote. My right hand hovered over my laptop trackpad like I could wrestle the system into compliance.
My throat went dry.
Okay.
Story.
Mina’s voice in my head: If it lags, you do the story.
I forced my hand away from the trackpad and stepped forward, away from the laptop, like I had chosen this. Like I hadn’t just been punched in the sternum by a loading icon.
“This is the part,” I said, and my voice came out a notch lower, “where most teams shrug and say, ‘It’s probably fine.’”
A couple people chuckled again. The laughter was steadier this time. Relief laughter. The crowd wanted me to save this. They didn’t want to watch a woman fail onstage. It made them uncomfortable. It also made them alert.
“But that shrug is expensive,” I continued. “Because the person you trust most in your company is also the best mask for an attacker.”
I clicked to the next slide manually. It took. Thank you. The screen switched to a simple diagram: approval flow, verification check, confirmed identity.
“Veil’s core isn’t the demo you’re watching,” I said. “It’s what happens when this moment matters. When the stakes are real. When your finance team is rushing and someone’s pushing you to click.”
My laptop fan whirred like it was trying to take off. I could feel the stage lights drying my skin.
I glanced down at the Veil panel again. The verification prompt had returned, faintly. Like a ghost.
Okay. One more try.
“One more live run,” I said, smiling as if I was being generous. “Because I promised my team I wouldn’t do a fake demo.”
That earned me a few nods.
I clicked the verify button again.
The blue circle spun.
Spun.
Paused.
Then the screen behind me went white.
Not a polite white. Not a clean “we’re switching inputs” white. The blinding, empty white of a system that had chosen violence.
A second later, a tiny text box appeared in the top left corner, like the stage monitor had decided to whisper rather than scream:
404 — RESOURCE NOT FOUND
The room made a sound.
Not laughter. Not gasps. A collective oof.
My chest went tight, sharp and immediate, like someone had kicked the air out of me.
My brain started doing the thing where it offered solutions after the moment had already died. I could hard refresh. I could switch networks. I could grab the backup laptop. I could reboot the entire universe.
None of that mattered because the only story on that screen right now was failure.
I stared at the white screen for half a beat.
Then I did something I almost never did.
I leaned into the mic and said, very calmly, “That is… deeply on brand for the internet.”
Laughter burst out. Real this time. Loud enough to bounce off the walls.
The relief in the room was a physical thing.
I let it land. I let the laughter buy me three seconds of oxygen.
“Okay,” I said, as the laughter faded. “Here’s what I can promise you.”
I turned away from the dead screen and faced the crowd. No slides. No UI. Just me.
“I can promise you that Veil works,” I said. “Because it works in environments worse than this.”
More laughter. A ripple of appreciation.
“And I can promise you that the problem we’re solving is real,” I added. “Because every company in this room has had a trust moment. Someone clicked something they shouldn’t have. Someone approved something they didn’t verify. And you only notice when the money is gone or the data is public.”
The investors in the front row watched me more closely now. Not because the demo had been beautiful. Because my recovery was.
I hated that. I wanted my product to speak for itself.
But I was not an idiot. Attention was attention.
“Veil is built for the moment right before regret,” I finished. “The moment you can still stop it.”
I paused, and then I smiled again, smaller.
“And if you fund us,” I said, “I will personally send your IT department a fruit basket as an apology for making them care about trust.”
Laughter again. A few claps.
I stepped back, nodded, and walked offstage before my body could betray how badly I wanted to crawl into a supply closet and become a ghost.
The minute I crossed behind the velvet rope, Priya grabbed my elbow and steered me toward the side corridor. Omar followed, pale, clutching the backup laptop like he was about to confess a crime.
Mina’s mouth was tight. “That was—”
“A war crime,” I said.
Priya made a sound between a laugh and a groan. “You recovered.”
“I recovered from being hit by a truck by standing up and saying, ‘Wow, cars are a problem.’”
“You made them laugh,” Mina said, a little breathless. “You looked… in control.”
I stared at the ballroom through the gap in the curtains. I could still see the stage, the white screen now replaced by the next founder’s pitch deck — all bright colors and promises.
“I wasn’t,” I said.
Priya took my laptop from my hands and flipped it open. Her fingers moved fast, efficient. A surgeon under fluorescent lights.
“Network dropped the websocket,” she murmured. “Guest Wi-Fi is throttling. There’s a proxy. Or… someone’s messing with us.”
Omar swallowed. “Our logs show repeated handshake attempts. It’s like it kept getting redirected.”
A sick warmth spread through my ribs.
Someone’s messing with us.
It was the kind of thought I refused to entertain because it was paranoid and dramatic and I was trying to build a company, not a conspiracy board.
But the timing, the specific failure… it hadn’t been a random crash. It had been a failure that looked stupid.
That hurt more than a clean error.
“Can you prove it?” I asked.
Priya’s eyes flicked up to mine. “Not yet.”
I nodded once. “Okay.”
My voice sounded like I was handling this. I wasn’t. I could feel the humiliation sitting in my stomach like a cold stone.
Across the ballroom, applause rose for the next startup. A cheer. A whoop.
I forced myself to step back in and mingle because that’s what founders did after public embarrassment. They smiled. They shook hands. They pretended they were not, in fact, bleeding internally.
I moved through the crowd like a person wearing a dress made of glass.
Someone tapped my shoulder. I turned and found a woman with a sleek bob and sharp eyes, holding a phone like it was an extension of her hand.
“Jenni Park?” she asked.
“Yes.”
She smiled. Not unkindly. Not warmly. Professionally.
“Callie Voss,” she said. “I write The Signal.”
Of course she did.
The Signal was a startup newsletter with a massive following and a taste for drama. Callie had made careers. She had also ended them, sometimes by accident, sometimes because she found the soft part and pressed.
Her phone screen showed a clip paused mid-frame: my face under stage lights, the 404 screen glowing behind me.
“I loved your line,” she said. “Deeply on brand for the internet.”
I felt my soul try to climb out of my body.
“That was me attempting to remain a person,” I said.
Callie’s smile widened. “It worked. People are sharing this.”
“Great,” I said. “I always wanted to go viral as a cautionary tale.”
She laughed. It was quick, genuine. She wasn’t rooting for my failure. She was rooting for a story.
“Can I ask you something?” she said.
“Depends.”
“Did Veil actually fail,” she asked, “or did you get sabotaged?”
My chest went tight again.
“That’s a strong question,” I said carefully.
Callie tipped her head. “Because your system didn’t just lag. It threw a 404. That’s… oddly specific.”
A pulse of anger sparked through my embarrassment. A hot, clean thing.
“I don’t know,” I said.
Callie nodded as if I’d just confirmed something. “Interesting. Another question.”
She didn’t wait for permission.
“Have you met Nate Mercer?”
I followed her gaze across the room.
He was impossible to miss, which I resented.
Nate Mercer stood near the bar, one hand in his pocket, the other holding a plastic cup of something amber that looked like it had been poured with vengeance. He wore a dark button-down and an expression that suggested he had never, in his life, questioned whether he belonged in a room.
His team clustered around him, laughing at something he said. He turned slightly, and his eyes swept the ballroom with casual confidence.
Then, like the universe had a mean sense of humor, his gaze landed on me.
I felt it like a touch.
His mouth tilted up, slow, like he was amused by the fact that I still existed.
I did not smile back.
Callie watched the exchange like she was collecting data.
“He’s charming,” she said.
“He’s a professional distraction,” I replied.
Callie’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s going in my notes.”
“Please don’t.”
She laughed again, and then she leaned in, lowering her voice. “Off the record. Your recovery up there? That’s what investors like. Not the demo. The composure.”
“I would prefer they liked the product.”
“They will,” Callie said. “But they’ll remember the founder.”
I hated that she was right.
Before I could respond, Nate broke away from his group and started walking toward us, as if pulled by gravity or arrogance. Same thing, different branding.
Callie’s eyes flicked between us with open delight.
I considered fleeing. It was childish. It was also appealing.
Nate stopped a polite distance away and smiled at Callie first, because of course he did. He acknowledged the audience before the opponent.
“Callie Voss,” he said. “I should’ve known you’d be circling like a shark.”
“Flattering,” Callie said. “I prefer ‘dolphin with a deadline.’”
Nate’s grin widened, and then he turned it on me.
“Jenni Park,” he said, like my name tasted interesting. “Nice recovery.”
I stared at him.
“I didn’t know you watched my demo,” I said.
“Hard not to,” he replied. “You had the whole room.”
That was the worst part. The idea that my failure had been… magnetic.
“I also had a 404,” I said.
He shrugged. “Same thing, really. It’s memorable.”
Callie’s phone lifted slightly. Not filming, just ready.
I kept my face neutral. Legal document face. Priya was right. It was my default.
“Is there a reason you’re here,” I asked Nate, “besides enjoying other people’s pain?”
His expression stayed light, but his eyes sharpened. “I don’t enjoy your pain.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“I enjoyed,” he corrected, “the part where you made everyone laugh instead of panicking.”
That was closer to respect than I wanted from him.
Callie cleared her throat, delighted. “Well. This is fun. I’m going to let you two… not murder each other. Jenni, I’d love to talk tomorrow. Off-stage. With functioning Wi-Fi.”
“Thrilling,” I said.
Nate lifted his cup in a mock toast. “I’ll see you around, Jenni.”
“I doubt that,” I said.
His grin did something infuriating. Like he was enjoying the challenge of my dislike.
“Sure,” he said. “Keep telling yourself that.”
He turned and walked away, smooth as a man who’d never been humbled by a loading icon.
Callie watched him go, then looked at me.
“You hate him,” she observed.
“I don’t,” I said.
Callie’s eyes glittered. “Sure.”
She walked off, tapping on her phone, already shaping a story I couldn’t control.
I stood there in the ballroom with my hands clenched at my sides and my badge itching against my collarbone, trying to breathe like a normal person.
Mina appeared at my elbow with two cups of water. She handed me one like she was bribing an animal not to bite.
“Priya’s making that face,” she said quietly.
I didn’t have to ask which face. Priya had several. Most of them meant your blood pressure is my problem now.
I took the water, swallowed, and walked toward the side corridor.
Priya was there, laptop open, fingers still moving. Omar hovered like an anxious shadow.
Priya looked up. “Okay.”
The way she said it was not okay.
“There were repeated handshake failures,” she said. “But the timing is odd. Like someone nudged the network traffic.”
“Can you prove it?” I asked again, because repetition was what you did when you wanted reality to change its answer.
Priya shook her head once. “Not in here. Not tonight. But I can dig.”
Omar swallowed. “We should assume hostile conditions at the conference too.”
Hostile conditions.
Like we were deploying into a war zone, not a hotel ballroom with tiny cupcakes.
I pressed my lips together. I could feel the humiliation trying to become panic.
Instead, I turned it into anger. Anger was useful. Anger had edges.
“Fine,” I said. “We dig. We harden. We don’t give anyone an easy win.”
Priya’s mouth quirked. “That’s the Jenni I know.”
A vibration buzzed against my hip.
My phone.
I pulled it out, expecting a message from Mina or a calendar update from someone who thought a follow-up meeting was the cure for trauma.
The screen displayed a name that made my stomach drop in a different way.
EVELYN ROURKE
One new message.
I opened it.
Meeting tonight. 10:00 p.m. Rourke Capital suite. Don’t be late.
No greeting. No explanation. Just a command.
My throat tightened. I glanced back into the ballroom, where founders laughed too loudly and investors smiled too thinly and Nate Mercer stood near the bar like he owned gravity.
“What?” Priya asked.
I held up my phone.
Priya read it, and her face did a thing that made my pulse jump.
“Oh,” she said.
“What?” Mina asked, stepping closer.
Priya didn’t look away from the screen. “That’s… not normal.”
Nothing about Evelyn Rourke was normal.
She didn’t invest in people. She invested in outcomes.
The last time she’d spoken to me, it had been brief and cold and full of the kind of questions that weren’t really questions.
I slid my phone back into my pocket, and my badge scraped against my skin like a warning.
“Okay,” I said, more to myself than anyone. “Fine.”
I stared toward the ballroom again, toward the lights and the noise and the people pretending this was fun.
Somewhere out there, Nate laughed at something, head tipped back, easy.
I didn’t know what Evelyn wanted.
But I knew what it would cost.
And I knew, with a clarity that felt like a bruise, that tonight wasn’t the end of my embarrassment.
Tonight was just the beginning of the part where the internet stopped being the problem.
And people started being the problem instead.






  
  Chapter 2: Winning Doesn’t Feel Like Winning


Nate Mercer had won enough times to know the first ten seconds were the best part. 
That clean snap in your chest when something lands. When the room nods. When the applause hits right on cue and you can pretend, for a brief and shining moment, that you’re not just a person with a laptop and a fragile ego wearing a clean shirt.
After that, the win started to decay. It always did.
He walked offstage and into the thick churn of the ballroom, and his team swarmed him like he’d just scored the overtime goal. Someone slapped his back. Someone shoved a plastic cup into his hand. Someone took a photo without asking.
“Bolt just ate,” Miles Kwan announced, like he was narrating a nature documentary. “We ate. We left crumbs. The crumbs are also monetized.”
Nate lifted the cup and took a sip. It tasted like bourbon that had been poured with resentment.
“You’re welcome,” he said.
Miles grinned, unbothered, and kept grinning as if he ran on sunlight and spite. “No, you’re welcome. I built the demo flow. You just stood there and had cheekbones.”
“Don’t say cheekbones in public,” Nate replied. “It’s weird.”
Miles looked over Nate’s shoulder toward the stage. “You know who didn’t have cheekbones tonight?”
“Don’t,” Nate said automatically.
Miles ignored him. “Veil.”
Nate’s jaw tightened just enough for him to feel it.
“Jenni Park,” Miles added, because Miles loved naming the obvious, “did not have a great time.”
Nate set his cup down on a cocktail table that wasn’t technically a cocktail table so much as a round piece of wood pretending it belonged in a business setting. “She recovered.”
Miles blinked. “Was that… praise?”
Nate’s eyes flicked to him. “It was an observation.”
Miles’s mouth pulled into the kind of smile that implied he had receipts. “You noticed her recovery.”
“It’s hard to miss someone doing CPR on their own credibility in front of two hundred people.”
“Mm-hmm,” Miles said, and then leaned in slightly. “That’s the face you make when you’re impressed.”
Nate’s phone vibrated in his pocket, saving him from continuing this conversation. He pulled it out, expecting another congratulatory message from some advisor who took credit for his existence.
Instead, it was a calendar notification he’d been ignoring all day.
Board check-in — 9:15 p.m.
He stared at it for half a second, then felt the win decay faster.
Miles followed his gaze and made a sympathetic sound. “Oh. The Adults.”
“Yeah,” Nate said.
The Adults were a small set of people with large opinions who believed they had made Nate and could unmake him if they got bored.
The worst part was that they were not entirely wrong.
He forced a grin back onto his face. “Go be loud somewhere else,” he told his team. “Celebrate. Eat the tiny cupcakes. Tell people our encryption is sexy.”
Miles made a face. “That’s not what encryption is.”
“That’s marketing,” Nate said.
Miles sauntered off, still grinning, already weaving into a cluster of founders like a friendly, overly caffeinated spy.
Nate waited until he was alone. Then he slipped toward the side corridor, away from the noise, the laughter, the constant sense that someone was watching and deciding what he was worth.
The hotel hallway smelled like carpet cleaner and money. It was quieter here, but not quiet enough to make his thoughts stop.
His phone vibrated again.
A text from his COO, Blair: Don’t let them drag you into feature commitments. Stick to the roadmap.
He exhaled through his nose. Blair always texted like she was filing a report.
He typed back: I know.
Then: I do not, in fact, know. But thank you.
He deleted the second message before sending it and kept walking.
He found a small alcove near the service corridor where the Wi-Fi was stronger and the lighting was unforgiving. He pulled in a breath, tapped the board call link, and braced himself.
The screen populated with faces, arranged in tidy rectangles like the universe’s least charming mosaic.
First was Greg Sutter, who smiled the way a shark might smile if it had learned manners.
Second was Marianne Holt, who wore pearls to video calls because she wanted everyone to remember she could afford pearls.
Third was a man Nate didn’t recognize, which meant the call was about to get worse.
Greg’s smile widened.
“Nate,” Greg said, as if they were old friends and not people locked in a slow-motion hostage situation. “Good demo.”
“Thanks,” Nate replied. His voice came out smooth. Professional. Casual. The voice he used when he wanted to pretend his heartbeat didn’t exist. “We had strong engagement.”
Marianne nodded once. “I saw the room respond.”
The new man leaned forward. He had salt-and-pepper hair and the kind of relaxed posture that screamed, I have never been told no in a room I paid for.
“Evan Price,” Greg said, gesturing toward him. “Evan’s here from Axiom Systems. He’s advising us on procurement realities.”
Nate’s mouth went slightly dry.
Axiom.
The flagship contract. The one that turned Bolt from promising startup to inevitable acquisition target. The one his board had been obsessing over like it was oxygen.
He kept his expression neutral. “Pleasure.”
Evan gave him a short nod. No smile. No softness. It wasn’t personal. It was evaluation.
Greg steepled his fingers. “We’ll get right to it. This event is good visibility. But visibility isn’t the finish line.”
Nate’s brain supplied the rest automatically: It’s the bait, and you’re the fish.
Marianne’s voice cut in, smooth and cold. “We need that contract, Nate.”
“We’re on track,” Nate said.
Greg’s eyebrows lifted. “Define track.”
Nate forced himself to keep breathing. “We’ve progressed through the initial interest. We have an enterprise security review scheduled. We’re tightening the integration points. If we can demonstrate low friction and high assurance—”
Evan held up a hand, stopping him. “Your current model uses device integrity and session continuity,” he said. “It’s good. But Axiom has a recurring problem that’s less about devices and more about internal impersonation.”
Nate’s stomach tightened. He had heard this line in a dozen different forms. He wanted to tell Evan that internal impersonation was a human problem, not a software problem, but that was not how you spoke to someone whose company could make you rich.
“What kind of impersonation?” Nate asked, voice even.
Evan’s gaze was direct. “Someone in finance receives a message that looks like it’s from the CFO. Slack. Email. Sometimes video. It’s not. Approvals go through. Money moves. By the time they notice, it’s gone.”
Nate had built Bolt for this exact fear. He knew the story by heart.
“We can solve that,” he said. “Our approval flow verifies identity at the moment of authorization.”
Evan nodded once. “Show it in a real environment. No stage Wi-Fi. No controlled conditions. I want to see it behave under hostile constraints.”
Marianne leaned in. “That’s what the conference demo will be,” she said, as if Nate hadn’t been the one scheduled to deliver it.
Greg’s smile returned. “Which brings us to the reason for this call.”
Nate kept his face steady. Inside, his nerves sharpened.
Greg continued, “We’re moving quickly. We have to. The market is tightening. Competitors are circling. The buyers are consolidating their vendor lists.”
Marianne’s expression did not change. “We want you positioned as the winner.”
The word winner hit Nate in the ribs like a fist. It wasn’t encouragement. It was a demand.
Evan’s voice cut through again. “Axiom will not sign if the tool requires operational friction.”
Nate nodded. “Understood.”
Greg leaned closer. “Here’s the reality, Nate. We’re funding speed. We’re funding momentum. We’re funding your ability to lead this to the contract.”
Nate waited. His brain screamed. His face stayed calm.
“And,” Greg added, “if we don’t see decisive progress within the next month, we will consider leadership adjustments.”
There it was.
The threat dressed in polite language.
Leadership adjustments. A new CEO. A “seasoned operator.” Someone whose LinkedIn featured a lot of words like stewardship and synergy.
Someone who wasn’t Nate.
He didn’t flinch. He couldn’t. Flinching was weakness, and weakness was the kind of thing investors could smell through a screen.
“You’ll see progress,” Nate said. “I’m not losing Axiom.”
Marianne’s eyes narrowed slightly, satisfied or skeptical. Hard to tell.
Evan leaned back. “One more thing,” he said. “Trust isn’t a feature. It’s a posture. If you can show that posture in your product and in your leadership, you’ll have a shot.”
Nate’s jaw tightened. “Noted.”
Greg’s smile softened. “Good. Enjoy the rest of your evening. Celebrate. You earned it.”
Then the call ended.
The rectangles vanished.
Nate stared at his own reflection in the darkened phone screen. For a second, he didn’t recognize the man looking back. He looked like someone who had learned how to smile through a grindstone.
He slipped the phone into his pocket and let his head tip back against the wall.
The win was gone.
All that was left was the pressure.
He closed his eyes for one breath and allowed himself a single thought he never voiced:
If they replace me, they won’t even feel bad.
The thought sat in his chest like a weight.
Then he pushed it down where he kept everything else that didn’t help him perform.
He walked back toward the ballroom.
The noise hit him again immediately. Laughter, chatter, clinking cups. A founder was telling a story with too many hand gestures. Another was pitching a stranger at the bar like he was proposing marriage.
Nate drifted through the crowd with the easy posture he’d learned over years, the posture that said he was exactly where he belonged.
He was good at belonging.
He spotted Blair near the edge of the room, talking to someone with the kind of haircut that cost more than rent. Blair caught his eye and lifted her brows in a question.
Nate gave her a subtle shake of his head. Not now.
He made it to the bar, where the bartender was pouring drinks like he hated humanity.
“Bourbon,” Nate said, because he didn’t trust himself with anything that could be mistaken for joy.
The bartender slid him a glass. Nate took it and turned, scanning the room automatically.
He found her without trying.
Jenni Park stood near the side corridor, holding a cup of water like it was a weapon. Her posture was composed. Her face was calm. But there was a tightness around her mouth that told Nate she was holding herself together with sheer discipline.
He should have ignored her. He should have stayed in his lane. Rival. Competitor. Not his problem.
Instead, his attention snagged and held.
Nate had watched her onstage.
Not because he wanted her to fail.
He’d watched because he wanted to see what she did when things went wrong.
Some founders turned into puddles. Some got defensive. Some blamed their team. Some made jokes that didn’t land and then died slowly in public.
Jenni hadn’t done any of that.
She’d taken a hit and stayed upright.
Then she’d made the room laugh.
He hated how much he respected that.
He also hated, a little, how much he recognized the discipline behind it. The kind of discipline you built out of necessity. The kind that came from being unwilling to let anyone see you bleed.
He took a drink and felt the bourbon burn down his throat.
That was when his phone vibrated again.
This time, it wasn’t a board call.
It was a message from a number saved without a last name, because the last name didn’t matter.
Evelyn Rourke.
Nate’s stomach tightened in a familiar way. Evelyn wasn’t technically on Bolt’s board, but she might as well have been. She had money in the game. And Evelyn did not invest in games she couldn’t influence.
He opened the message.
Suite meeting. 10:00 p.m. Don’t be late.
No greeting. No explanation.
Nate stared at the screen for a beat, then locked it and slid the phone away.
There were two ways to interpret a message like that.
One: Evelyn wanted to congratulate him.
Two: Evelyn wanted to rearrange his life.
Evelyn didn’t congratulate people. She measured them.
He turned his attention back to the ballroom and saw movement near Jenni.
A woman with a sleek bob and the posture of a hunter approached her, phone already lifted as if it had grown there.
Callie Voss.
Nate recognized her instantly. Every founder did. She wrote The Signal, and her newsletter had the power to turn a rumor into a wildfire. She collected narratives like other people collected stamps, and she didn’t always care whether the narrative made someone bleed.
He watched Callie speak to Jenni. Jenni’s expression stayed controlled, but her body angled slightly away, defensive. Callie smiled, delighted by the resistance.
Nate’s fingers tightened around his glass.
He told himself he didn’t care.
Then Callie’s phone flashed, and Nate saw his own face on the screen as she turned it slightly, showing Jenni something.
A clip, probably. The white screen. The 404.
Jenni’s mouth tightened.
Callie leaned in, eyes bright. She was saying something, and Jenni’s gaze flicked toward the stage as if searching for an exit.
Nate exhaled slowly.
He didn’t owe Jenni anything. She didn’t owe him anything. They were competitors in a tightening market. They would, if everything went right for him, crush her.
So why did he feel the urge to step in?
Because he’d been on the receiving end of people like Callie. Not malicious, just hungry. Not cruel, just eager.
Because he knew what it felt like to have your worst moment turned into content.
He watched Callie’s head tilt, her expression sharpening, and then he saw Jenni’s shoulders shift. A barely visible stiffening. Defensive stance.
Callie said something else. Jenni’s gaze flicked again toward Nate’s side of the room, as if she could feel him watching.
Nate took another drink.
Then, because he was either an idiot or a man with a complicated relationship with his own impulses, he pushed off the bar and walked over.
He didn’t rush. He didn’t stalk. He moved with the relaxed confidence people expected from him. He smiled at Callie first, because you always greeted the journalist before the rival. It wasn’t manners. It was strategy.
“Callie Voss,” he said, and let his tone carry the right amount of familiarity. “I should’ve known you’d be circling like a shark.”
Callie’s smile widened. “Flattering. I prefer ‘dolphin with a deadline.’”
Nate couldn’t help the grin. She was good. Annoyingly good.
Then he turned his attention to Jenni.
“Jenni Park,” he said. “Nice recovery.”
Jenni’s eyes pinned him. She didn’t smile. She didn’t soften. She looked at him like he was a stain she planned to remove.
“I didn’t know you watched my demo,” she said.
“Hard not to,” Nate replied, because honesty was easier than inventing something clever. “You had the whole room.”
Jenni’s mouth tightened. “I also had a 404.”
He shrugged. He kept his voice light. “Same thing, really. It’s memorable.”
He saw something flash in her eyes. Humiliation. Anger. The kind of anger that came from wanting to be taken seriously and being forced, instead, to be entertaining.
Callie’s phone lifted slightly, as if her fingers were twitching with the urge to capture the moment.
Nate didn’t look at it. He kept his gaze on Jenni.
He should not have said what he said next.
He said it anyway.
“I don’t enjoy your pain,” he told her, because he could hear the accusation in her silence. “I enjoyed the part where you made everyone laugh instead of panicking.”
Jenni’s expression shifted, just a fraction. Not warmth. More like confusion. Like she wasn’t sure whether respect from him was another kind of insult.
Callie cleared her throat, delighted by the tension and probably already drafting subject lines in her head. “Well. This is fun. I’m going to let you two… not murder each other.”
Jenni’s voice was dry. “How thoughtful.”
Callie laughed and stepped away, floating back into the crowd like a shark or a dolphin or whatever she wanted to call herself. She glanced over her shoulder and said, “Jenni, I’d love to talk tomorrow. Off-stage. With functioning Wi-Fi.”
Jenni’s reply was flat. “Thrilling.”
Callie disappeared.
Nate and Jenni were left facing each other in the wake of that small public collision.
Jenni’s shoulders were straight. Her grip on her water cup was too tight. She was trying to look unbothered and failing at it by being too controlled.
Nate could relate.
“I’ll see you around,” he said, because he didn’t know how to exit without making it worse.
Jenni’s eyes narrowed. “I doubt that.”
He smiled, because her disdain hit him like a challenge and he had never been good at not accepting a challenge.
“Sure,” he said. “Keep telling yourself that.”
He turned and walked away before he could do something even stupider, like ask if she was okay.
He made it back to the bar and leaned against it, the bourbon heavy in his hand.
Miles appeared out of nowhere, as if summoned by drama.
“You just talked to her,” Miles said, eyes wide with glee. “You did the thing.”
“What thing?”
“The thing where you pretend you’re not curious but you’re so curious you can’t help it.”
Nate shot him a look. “Go away.”
Miles didn’t go away. “I saw your face.”
Nate took a drink. “My face is not relevant.”
Miles leaned closer, lowering his voice like this was confidential. “You know what’s relevant? That her demo didn’t fail like a normal failure. It failed like a targeted humiliation.”
Nate’s hand paused mid-lift.
“What do you mean?” he asked, too quickly.
Miles shrugged. “I’m just saying. 404? That’s not your typical ‘oops, the internet.’ That’s ‘someone rerouted traffic or the endpoint wasn’t where it thought it was.’”
Nate stared at his glass.
A cold thought threaded through him.
He’d assumed Jenni’s system had buckled under bad Wi-Fi. He’d assumed, because it was convenient, because it made her failure feel ordinary and harmless.
But if it wasn’t ordinary…
He glanced across the room again.
Jenni had moved toward the side corridor, where her team clustered around a laptop. Priya was typing fast, face tight. Jenni stood still, listening, but her posture was rigid in a way Nate recognized.
The posture of someone absorbing bad news without letting it show.
Nate’s stomach tightened.
He didn’t like Jenni.
That was true.
He also didn’t like sabotage.
That was also true.
And if someone had messed with Veil tonight, then Bolt was not safe either. Not at the conference. Not in the market.
“Who would do it?” Nate murmured.
Miles’s grin faded slightly, turning into something more serious. “ShadeID, maybe. Damien Cross plays dirty. Or someone smaller trying to make noise. Or… the universe hates founders.”
Nate gave a short, humorless laugh. “The universe is an investor. It definitely hates founders.”
Miles hesitated, then said, “You have that look.”
“What look?”
“The one where you want to fix something even though it’s not your job.”
Nate’s phone vibrated again.
He pulled it out. Another message.
This one from Blair.
Evelyn pinged me. 10pm suite meeting. You got it too?
Nate stared at the screen.
He typed back: Yeah.
Then: Do you know what it’s about?
Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.
Blair replied: No. But if Evelyn’s calling a suite meeting, it’s never about congratulations.
Nate locked the phone and slid it away.
He stared at his bourbon like it might offer answers.
The win was definitely gone now.
In its place was that familiar tightrope sensation. The one where you had to perform perfectly while someone quietly tightened the rope.
He looked across the room again.
Jenni’s head was tipped slightly toward Priya, listening. Her face was calm. Her eyes were sharp. She looked like someone who had just been pushed and was deciding whether to push back or build a better wall.
Nate realized, with a jolt of annoyed clarity, that he wanted to see which one she chose.
And he didn’t know why.
He took one last drink and set the glass down.
Miles raised his eyebrows. “You going somewhere?”
Nate adjusted the cuffs of his shirt, because he needed his hands to do something normal. “I have a meeting.”
Miles’s grin returned, but it was smaller. Curious. “With Evelyn?”
Nate shot him a look. “Do not say her name like she’s a ghost.”
Miles lowered his voice anyway. “She is a ghost. But like… a ghost with a term sheet.”
Nate snorted. “Go eat cupcakes.”
Miles saluted and wandered off.
Nate stayed where he was for a beat, letting the ballroom noise wash over him.
He could still feel his board’s warning in his ribs.
Leadership adjustments.
He pictured his company without him. Someone else on stage. Someone else in his chair. Someone else making his decisions and wearing his victories.
The thought made something in him flare, hot and stubborn.
No.
He stepped toward the exit.
As he moved, his gaze snagged one last time on Jenni Park.
She didn’t look at him. She was focused on her team, her problem, her recovery. Her shoulders were squared like she was bracing for impact.
He told himself he didn’t care.
Then he found himself thinking: If she was sabotaged, she’s going to come out swinging.
And, irritatingly, that thought didn’t feel like relief.
It felt like anticipation.
Outside the ballroom, the hallway was quieter. The carpet muted his steps. The lights were dimmer, kinder. He checked his phone again, just to confirm the message hadn’t been a hallucination.
Suite meeting. 10:00 p.m. Don’t be late.
His pulse ticked faster.
Evelyn Rourke did not summon people without moving pieces on the board.
And if she was summoning him, it meant one thing:
Tonight’s demo was not the story.
Tonight was just the appetizer.
He walked toward the elevators, already rehearsing his calm face, the one that didn’t betray the fact that he could feel the ground shifting under him.
The one that said he was in control.
Even when he wasn’t.






  
  Chapter 3: Congratulations, You’re Merging


At 9:58 p.m., I stood outside Suite 3217 with a borrowed keycard and the strong suspicion my evening was about to be repossessed. 
Rourke Capital had a plaque on the door like this was a clinic and I was here for my appointment with doom.
My phone buzzed.
PRIYA: I’m in the lobby. If she offers sparkling water, it’s a trap. If she offers still water, it’s also a trap. If she offers air, don’t inhale it.
I stared at the door and tried to decide which version of myself was walking in: the founder who recovered onstage, or the one who wanted to curl up inside an empty server rack and disappear.
I settled on a third option. The one who could pretend her pulse wasn’t sprinting.
I knocked once.
Then, because I hated uncertainty, I knocked again, slightly harder, like I could intimidate venture capital into good behavior.
A pause. A soft click.
The door opened to a woman in a black blazer holding a tablet like it was a list of sins.
“Jenni Park?”
“Yes.”
“Please come in.”
The suite was too big for any normal human impulse. Floor-to-ceiling windows. City lights. A couch that looked like it had never been sat on by anyone who owned a pet. A low table held food arranged with the kind of calm only possible when the person paying for it has no intention of touching it.
Everything in the room said: This is where outcomes happen, not feelings.
The assistant gestured toward a seating area: two armchairs facing a long sofa.
“Ms. Rourke will join you shortly. Can I get you anything? Water? Tea?”
Priya’s text floated back into my mind. Don’t inhale the air.
“Still water is fine,” I said.
The assistant nodded once and retreated. Not hurried. Not warm. Efficient, the way people are when their job is to protect someone else’s time.
I sat. The chair was soft in a way I didn’t trust. I kept my posture upright anyway, because comfort felt like surrender.
My eyes landed on three folders neatly arranged on the coffee table, each embossed with Rourke Capital’s logo. Beside them sat a pen that probably had better credit than my first car.
This wasn’t a meeting.
This was paperwork waiting to happen.
I took out my phone and opened the Veil internal channel, the one we used when things were on fire and we needed to sound calm about it.
JENNI: Status on the demo failure?
Dots appeared. Priya, fast.
PRIYA: Not random. Guest network forced a proxy route. Our handshake got redirected like it was being “helped.” I can’t prove intent yet, but it’s suspicious.
My throat tightened.
I had spent hours practicing that demo. Every click, every transition, every line of my script designed to make Veil feel inevitable instead of delicate. And it had failed in a way that made us look amateur.
Not broken. Stupid.
I sent one more message.
JENNI: Do not say sabotage unless you can prove it.
PRIYA: Fine. I will say “hostile conditions.” Like we’re deploying into war.
I pocketed my phone and stared at the skyline.
The city was doing what it always did: glittering like it hadn’t been built on a foundation of greed and exhaustion.
Footsteps came from the hallway.
I turned.
Nate Mercer walked into the suite like the carpet had been installed for his benefit. Shirt sleeves rolled once, expression neutral enough to pretend he wasn’t always performing.
He stopped when he saw me.
“Well,” he said. “This is a terrible surprise.”
“You’re here,” I replied.
His mouth tilted. “You say that like you didn’t invite me to your midnight suite meeting.”
“I didn’t invite anyone,” I said. “This is not a party. It’s a threat with furniture.”
He stepped closer, glancing at the folders, then sat in the other armchair, angled toward me like we were about to negotiate custody of a product roadmap.
Silence settled between us. The kind that made you hear the city through glass.
Nate’s gaze flicked to the hall, then back. “Any clue what she wants?”
“If I did,” I said, “I’d already be leaving.”
He let out a quiet breath, almost a laugh, like he was trying not to show nerves.
That alone told me we were in trouble.
The assistant returned with water. The ice cubes clinked once, polite






