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Dedication
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To those who are still learning to trust themselves.

And to the ones who stay, even when it’s hard.
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Synopsis
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In the heart of Tokyo’s fast-moving tech world, one mistake can cost everything.

Aiko Nakamura has spent her life proving she belongs. As a talented game designer working on a groundbreaking system, she refuses to let doubt define her. But when a hidden breach threatens to destroy the project and frames her as the one responsible, everything she built begins to unravel.

Ethan Parker is a programmer who trusts logic more than people. Brought in to investigate the failure, he sees patterns others miss. What he doesn’t expect is Aiko. Determined, precise, and far more capable than she believes.

As they dig deeper, what starts as a technical problem turns into something far more dangerous. A coordinated sabotage hidden within the system. A threat that could ruin careers and expose secrets buried deep inside the Horizon Initiative.

With time running out, Aiko and Ethan must work together to uncover the truth before the damage becomes irreversible.

But the closer they get to the answer, the harder it becomes to ignore what’s growing between them.

Because trusting the system is one thing.

Trusting someone else is another.

And sometimes, the greatest risk is not failure.

It’s choosing to believe in yourself... and in someone who refuses to walk away.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – The Glitch
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The city never really slept, but Tokyo after midnight felt different.

Quieter.

Sharper.

Alive in a way that made every mistake feel louder.

Aiko Nakamura tightened her grip on the strap of her bag as she rushed across the glowing crosswalk in Shibuya, neon lights flickering across her face. Her phone buzzed again in her hand.

Ethan Parker.

Of course it was him.

She didn’t answer.

Not yet.

She was already late.

Again.

Her breath came uneven as she pushed through the glass doors of the Horizon Initiative building, the sleek lobby reflecting her disheveled state back at her. A strand of her dark hair had slipped loose from behind her ear, and her oversized hoodie suddenly felt far too casual for where she was.

Too late to fix that now.

She tapped her badge against the scanner. The soft beep echoed louder than it should have.

Or maybe that was just her heartbeat.

“Please don’t fire me on my third week,” she muttered under her breath.

The elevator doors slid open.

Empty.

Thank God.

She stepped inside and hit the top floor button, watching the numbers climb as she tried to slow her breathing. Her reflection stared back at her from the mirrored wall.

Game designer.

That’s what she was supposed to be.

Not a fraud.

Not someone who got lucky.

Not someone who was about to ruin the biggest opportunity of her life.

The doors opened.

Too fast.

Too soon.

The development floor stretched out in front of her, dimly lit except for rows of monitors casting soft blue and green light across the room. Most of the team had already left for the night.

Most.

Aiko stepped forward quietly, hoping she could slip in unnoticed.

“Nice of you to join us.”

Her stomach dropped.

She turned.

Ethan Parker stood near the central workstation, tablet in hand, sleeves rolled up just enough to reveal forearms that looked like they spent more time working than resting. His expression was calm, but his eyes were sharp.

Observing.

Calculating.

She swallowed.

“I wasn’t planning on making an entrance,” she said, forcing a small smile. “Just a slightly dramatic arrival.”

His gaze didn’t shift.

“You’re twenty-three minutes late.”

“Twenty-two,” she corrected instinctively, then winced. “Not that I’m counting.”

A pause.

Not long.

Just long enough to feel like a test.

Ethan stepped closer, setting the tablet down on the desk beside him.

“You missed the initial sync,” he said. “We pushed a new build.”

“I can catch up,” she replied quickly. “I reviewed the notes this morning. I just need access to the latest version and I’ll be fine.”

He studied her for a moment longer than necessary.

That was the problem with him.

He didn’t just listen.

He evaluated.

“You always say that,” he said.

Her chest tightened.

“I also always deliver.”

That got a reaction.

Small.

But there.

One eyebrow lifted slightly.

“Do you?” he asked.

There was no accusation in his tone.

That somehow made it worse.

Aiko stepped past him before she could think too much about it, dropping her bag onto the nearest chair and waking up her workstation. The screen flickered to life, lines of code appearing where she had left them earlier.

Familiar.

Safe.

This, at least, made sense.

“Give me ten minutes,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

She didn’t wait for permission.

Her fingers moved quickly across the keyboard, pulling up the latest build, scanning through the updates, adjusting variables, checking integration points.

Focus settled in.

The noise in her head quieted.

This was where she belonged.

Right?

Behind her, she could feel his presence.

Not close enough to touch.

Close enough to notice.

“You’re compensating,” Ethan said.

Her hands paused.

“What?”

“You’re moving too fast,” he continued. “You’re skipping verification steps.”

Aiko exhaled slowly, forcing herself not to snap.

“I know what I’m doing.”

“I’m sure you do,” he replied evenly. “That’s not the issue.”

She turned slightly in her chair.

“Then what is?”

Another pause.

Always those pauses.

“You don’t trust your own work,” he said.

The words landed harder than they should have.

“That’s not true.”

“Then slow down,” he said. “If the code is solid, it holds up under pressure.”

Her jaw tightened.

“I don’t have time to slow down.”

“You don’t have time to fix a broken system either.”

Silence.

Tight.

Sharp.

Aiko turned back to the screen, forcing herself to breathe.

Focus.

Just focus.

She ran the updated sequence.

For a moment, everything looked fine.

Then the screen glitched.

A flicker.

A distortion in the rendering.

A sequence that wasn’t supposed to exist.

Her pulse spiked.

“That wasn’t there before,” she said quietly.

Ethan was already beside her now.

Closer than before.

“Run it again.”

She did.

Same result.

A deeper glitch this time.

Not random.

Structured.

Intentional.

Aiko’s fingers hovered over the keyboard.

“That’s not a bug,” she whispered.

Ethan’s expression changed.

Not dramatically.

Just enough.

“No,” he said. “It’s not.”

The room felt smaller.

The hum of the machines louder.

“Someone altered the build,” he added.

Aiko turned to him, her heart pounding.

“Who would do that?”

Ethan didn’t answer right away.

Instead, he reached for his tablet, pulling up logs, scanning through timestamps with practiced precision.

Then he looked at her.

And for the first time since she had arrived, there was something different in his eyes.

Not judgment.

Not control.

Something closer to concern.

“Someone who knows exactly what they’re doing,” he said.

Aiko’s stomach dropped.

Because suddenly, this wasn’t just about being late.

Or proving herself.

Or even the project.

This was something else.

Something bigger.

And somehow, she was already in the middle of it.

Ethan turned the tablet toward her, highlighting a line in the system log.

Her name.

Her breath caught.

“I didn’t do that,” she said immediately.
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