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Author's Note

Dear Sweet Reader,

Welcome back to Portland's most charming coffee scene—or if this is your first visit to Second Shot Coffee, welcome to a world where love is messy, laughter is medicine, and happily-ever-after are always worth the wait!

If you've already fallen in love with Leo and Claudia's second-chance romance in Book 1, get ready to meet the workplace enemies who are about to discover they're actually perfect partners. And if you're starting here? Don't worry! Each story stands beautifully on its own, though I promise the connections will make you smile.

This story has been brewing in my imagination like Elena's perfect espresso blend—complex, satisfying, and guaranteed to keep you turning pages. I've always been fascinated by those workplace relationships where two brilliant people seem to bring out the worst in each other... until suddenly they realize they've been arguing because they care too much, not too little.

Marcus and Sophia's story explores one of my favorite romance tropes: the fake relationship that becomes surprisingly, wonderfully real. There's something magical about watching two people pretend to be in love, only to discover they don't have to pretend anymore. Add in some Korean-American cultural dynamics, the Portland tech scene, and enough professional tension to power a small city, and you've got the recipe for the kind of romance that makes your heart race and your cheeks hurt from smiling.

I write clean contemporary romance because I believe the steamiest part of any love story is that moment when two people realize they're absolutely, ridiculously, head-over-heels crazy about each other—especially when they started as complete opposites. The best chemistry happens in coffee shop conversations, late-night work sessions, and those quiet moments when someone looks at you like you hung the moon.

Whether you’re team enemies-to-lovers, team fake-dating-turns-real, or just team "give-me-all-the-feels," I hope Marcus and Sophia's journey reminds you that sometimes the best partnerships begin with the worst first impressions. Sometimes the person who drives you crazy at work is the same person who makes you want to be better in every area of life.

So, grab your favorite coffee (Elena would approve), find your coziest reading nook, and let's watch two stubborn professionals discover that love doesn't follow project timelines—but it's always worth the wait.

Whether this is your first rom-com or your five-hundredth (and honestly, who's counting?), I hope this story brings warmth to your day and reminds you that love, laughter, and really good coffee can solve most of life's problems.

Happy reading, you wonderful human!

With love, laughter, and way too much caffeine, Aurelia Vale

P.S. If Marcus and Sophia made you believe in workplace romance (or at least gave you hope for your next Monday morning), I would be absolutely thrilled if you could leave a review! Your words help other readers discover these feel-good love stories, and knowing that my characters brought joy to your day makes my entire week. Plus, reviews are like virtual coffee dates with readers, and those are the absolute best kind!
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Chapter 1: "New City, New Start"
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The elevator's metallic hum did nothing to calm Sophia Kim's racing heart as she watched the floor numbers climb toward her new beginning. Third floor. Fourth. Fifth. Each ding felt like a countdown to either her salvation or her spectacular failure.

Deep breath. You've got this.

The chrome doors slid open to reveal a bustling open-plan office that looked nothing like the sterile corporate environments she'd grown accustomed to in Seoul. Exposed brick walls displayed colorful murals, employees lounged in bean bag chairs with laptops, and somewhere in the distance, she could hear the unmistakable sound effects of what seemed to be... a video game?

"You must be Sophia!" A petite woman with purple-streaked hair bounded toward her with the enthusiasm of a golden retriever. "I'm Jennifer Walsh, your new boss. Welcome to Cascade Technologies!"

Sophia adjusted her blazer—suddenly feeling overdressed among the sea of flannel shirts and artfully distressed jeans—and extended her hand for what she hoped would be a firm, professional handshake. Jennifer's grip was surprisingly strong, and her smile genuine enough to ease some of the tension knotted between Sophia's shoulder blades.

"Thank you for this opportunity," Sophia said, her accent barely detectable after years of practice. "I'm excited to contribute to the team."

Excited. Right. That's one word for the cocktail of terror and desperate hope currently churning in her stomach.

"Your resume was incredible—project management experience at Samsung, fluent in three languages, and those client satisfaction scores? Chef's kiss." Jennifer gestured for Sophia to follow her through the maze of desks. "We're thrilled to have someone with your international background. Our clients are going global, and we need someone who can navigate those waters."

As they walked, Sophia catalogued everything: the casual dress code that made her feel like she was attending a board meeting in a youth hostel, the collaborative workspaces that seemed designed to prevent any actual privacy, and the general atmosphere that hummed with creative energy but felt utterly foreign to someone raised on Korean corporate hierarchy.

This was exactly what she'd wanted when she'd made the terrifying decision to leave Seoul—and David—behind. No more suffocating traditions. No more playing the perfect corporate wife while her actual talents withered in the shadow of her surgeon husband's reputation. No more pretending that a loveless marriage built on family expectations was enough.

But God, what if I've made a terrible mistake?

"Here's your desk," Jennifer announced, stopping beside a sleek workstation positioned in the middle of the office's central hub. "Perfect spot—you'll be right in the thick of things, collaborating with everyone."

Sophia surveyed her new kingdom: a clean desk, ergonomic chair, and dual monitors that looked like they could handle anything she threw at them. It was professional, organized, and completely exposed to the chaos around them. In Seoul, senior project managers had offices with doors that closed. Here, she was apparently expected to thrive in the middle of a creative circus.

"Your desk neighbor should be around here somewhere," Jennifer continued, scanning the area. "Marcus is one of our most talented developers—brilliant with user experience and game design. You two will probably end up collaborating on several projects."

As if summoned by the mention of his name, a figure emerged from what appeared to be a break room, carrying a bowl of what looked suspiciously like Lucky Charms cereal. Tall, lean, with dark hair that suggested he'd either just woken up or intentionally styled it to look like he had, he wore a faded Star Wars t-shirt and jeans with holes that were definitely not designer distressing.

"Marcus!" Jennifer called out. "Come meet your new desk mate."

The man—Marcus, apparently—looked up from his cereal with the slightly dazed expression of someone interrupted mid-thought. His eyes, Sophia noticed despite herself, were an interesting shade of green, and when they focused on her, she felt an unexpected flutter of awareness.

Focus, Sophia. This is your colleague, not a dating prospect. You're done with men for the foreseeable future.

"Hey there," Marcus said, his voice carrying the easy warmth of someone comfortable in his own skin. "You must be the new project manager Jennifer's been talking about. I'm Marcus O'Brien."

He shifted the cereal bowl to his left hand and extended his right, which Sophia shook while trying not to stare at the fact that he was eating children's breakfast cereal at 10:30 AM.

"Sophia Kim. It's nice to meet you."

"Sophia's going to be revolutionizing our project management processes," Jennifer said with the kind of enthusiasm that made Sophia's stomach clench with performance anxiety. "She's got incredible experience with international clients and Agile methodologies."

"Cool," Marcus said, though Sophia caught something that might have been skepticism flickering across his features. "Well, welcome to the madhouse. Fair warning—it gets pretty lively around here."

As if to prove his point, someone across the office let out a victory whoop, followed by the sound of enthusiastic high-fiving.

Jennifer laughed. "That's our QA team—they just squashed a particularly stubborn bug. You'll get used to the energy. We believe in celebrating the small wins."

Small wins. Right. In Seoul, you celebrated when you landed million-dollar contracts or successfully navigated complex international mergers. Here, apparently, they threw parties for debugging code.

"I'll let you two get acquainted," Jennifer said, already backing away toward what looked like her next appointment. "Sophia, there's an orientation packet on your desk, and we've got a team meeting at two. Marcus, play nice."

"I always play nice," Marcus protested with a grin that suggested he absolutely did not always play nice.

And then Jennifer was gone, leaving Sophia alone with her cereal-eating, video-game-sound-effect-making desk neighbor in the middle of an office that felt like it existed in a parallel universe to every professional environment she'd ever known.

"So," Marcus said, settling into his chair—which, Sophia noted, was one of those expensive gaming chairs that looked like it belonged in a teenager's bedroom. "Project management, huh? International experience?"

"Yes. I've been working in tech for the past eight years, mostly in Seoul and Singapore." She kept her tone professional, friendly but not overly warm. First impressions mattered, and she needed to establish herself as competent and serious. "I specialize in cross-cultural team coordination and Agile implementation."

"Agile," Marcus repeated, and there was definitely something dry in his tone now. "Love me some good process optimization."

Sophia's radar immediately pinged. She'd heard that tone before—usually from creative types who thought project management was just corporate bureaucracy designed to stifle their artistic vision. David had used a similar tone when discussing hospital administrators.

"Process optimization helps creative teams focus on what they do best instead of getting bogged down in logistics," she said carefully. "Good project management should feel invisible—like having a really efficient assistant who anticipates your needs."

"Right." Marcus took another spoonful of cereal, and Sophia tried not to fixate on the fact that he was having this conversation around marshmallow stars. "And how does that work with, say, creative problem-solving? Sometimes the best solutions come from going down unexpected rabbit holes."

Oh, great. One of those.

"Of course," Sophia said, her smile becoming more forced. "Flexibility within structure is key to successful project management. The goal is to create frameworks that support innovation, not restrict it."

"Frameworks," Marcus nodded sagely. "To support innovation."

He was definitely mocking her now, though he was doing it so gently that calling him out would make her look oversensitive. This was a test—the kind creative types always gave new managers to see if they'd crack under pressure or try to impose rigid corporate structures on day one.

Fine. Two can play this game.

"I find that the most successful projects happen when everyone understands their role and feels confident that someone's handling the big picture," she said, her tone remaining pleasant and professional. "It's like... imagine you're playing a really complex video game. You want to focus on your character's special abilities, right? You don't want to be constantly worried about whether your inventory is organized or if you're going to run into a wall because someone forgot to program the collision detection."

Marcus paused with his spoon halfway to his mouth, and for the first time since they'd started talking, he looked genuinely surprised. And maybe—possibly—impressed.

"That's... actually not a terrible analogy," he admitted.

"I do my research," Sophia said, allowing herself a small smile. "And I've learned that the best way to understand what people need is to understand what they care about."

For a moment, something shifted in the air between them. Marcus set down his cereal bowl and really looked at her—not the polite, professional assessment he'd been giving her before, but genuine curiosity.

"Okay, Sophia Kim with the international experience and gaming analogies," he said, leaning back in his chair. "What's your story? What brings a high-powered project manager to Portland's scrappiest tech company?"

The question hit harder than it should have. What was her story? That she'd spent eight years building a career in her husband's shadow, pretending to be satisfied with organizing other people's success while her own ambitions quietly suffocated? That she'd finally found the courage to leave a loveless marriage but had no idea who she was without the carefully constructed identity of "David Park's wife"? That she'd chosen Portland specifically because it was as far from Seoul's expectations as she could get while still remaining in a city with a decent tech scene?

"Fresh start," she said instead, which was true enough. "I wanted to experience a different kind of work culture, somewhere with more collaborative energy."

"And you picked us," Marcus said with a grin. "Good luck with that collaborative energy when the caffeine wears off around three PM."

Before Sophia could respond, the peace of their conversation was shattered by an explosion of electronic sound effects from Marcus's computer. Lasers firing, engines revving, and what sounded like an alien invasion filled the air around their desks.

"Sorry," Marcus said, not sounding sorry at all as he grabbed his gaming headset. "Quick game test. Won't take long."

And just like that, Sophia's new desk neighbor disappeared into whatever digital world was playing out on his screen, leaving her to stare at her pristine workspace while chaos erupted three feet away.

This is fine. This is what you wanted. Creative energy. Collaborative spirit. Definitely not the suffocating corporate structure you were trying to escape.

She opened her orientation packet and tried to focus on employee handbook policies while Marcus narrated what appeared to be a space battle to himself. Something about laser cannons and shield generators and "Oh, come on, that hit registration is totally broken."

By lunchtime, Sophia had read through her entire orientation packet twice, organized her desk supplies by function and frequency of use, and memorized the office layout. Marcus had played three different games, taken two phone calls about something called "polygon budgets," and consumed a lunch that consisted of what appeared to be leftover pizza and a energy drink.

This is going to be interesting.

The team meeting at two was a revelation in culture shock. Jennifer facilitated with enthusiasm, everyone talked over each other with what seemed to be genuine collaboration rather than competition, and decisions were made through consensus rather than hierarchy. It was messy, loud, and completely unlike anything Sophia had experienced in her carefully structured Korean corporate career.

It was also, she had to admit, kind of exhilarating.

"Sophia, want to tell everyone a bit about your background?" Jennifer asked, and suddenly twelve pairs of eyes were focused on her with varying degrees of curiosity and welcome.

"Of course." Sophia stood—which earned her some amused glances, since apparently people didn't stand to address the team in casual Portland meetings. "I'm Sophia Kim, and I'm excited to be joining the project management team. I've spent the last eight years working in tech across Asia, primarily focused on international client relations and cross-cultural team coordination. I'm looking forward to learning your processes and finding ways to support the incredible creative work you're all doing."

"What kind of projects have you managed?" asked a woman with intricate sleeve tattoos who'd been introduced as their lead designer.

"Everything from mobile app launches to enterprise software implementations. Most recently, I was coordinating between development teams in Seoul, client stakeholders in Singapore, and user research groups in Tokyo for a financial services platform."

"Damn," someone murmured appreciatively. "That sounds like a logistical nightmare."

"It was challenging," Sophia admitted with a small smile. "But I love solving complex coordination problems. There's something satisfying about taking a project that seems impossible and breaking it down into manageable pieces that actually work."

She caught Marcus watching her with what might have been newfound respect, though it was hard to tell with the afternoon light hitting his computer screen.

"Any questions about processes or current projects?" Jennifer asked.

A hand shot up from the QA team. "Are you going to make us use more tracking software? Because honestly, we're pretty maxed out on platforms."

Here we go. The real test.

"I'm not here to add more tools," Sophia said carefully. "I'm here to understand what's working for you and what isn't. My job is to make your jobs easier, not to impose systems that don't fit your workflow. I'd rather spend the first few weeks observing and learning before suggesting any changes."

The tension in the room visibly relaxed, and Sophia caught Jennifer nodding approvingly.

"That's exactly the approach we were hoping for," Jennifer said. "Sophia, why don't you spend this week shadowing different teams, getting a feel for our current projects? Marcus, since you're working on the Zenith Gaming client pitch, maybe start there?"

"Sure thing," Marcus said, though something in his tone suggested he wasn't entirely thrilled about the assignment.

The meeting wrapped up with discussions of sprint planning and resource allocation—familiar territory that helped Sophia feel slightly more grounded. But as she returned to her desk, she couldn't shake the feeling that she was balanced on the edge of something entirely unpredictable.

"So," Marcus said as she settled back into her chair, "looks like you're stuck with me for the week."

"Looks like it," Sophia agreed, watching as he minimized what appeared to be a game of solitaire. "Tell me about this Zenith Gaming pitch."

"They're a mid-sized studio looking for help with their user experience design. Cool project, actually—they're developing this immersive RPG with some really innovative storytelling mechanics." Marcus's entire demeanor shifted as he talked about the project, professional enthusiasm replacing his earlier casual dismissal. "The challenge is balancing complex narrative choices with intuitive gameplay. Players want depth, but they also want to be able to jump in without a forty-page manual."

Despite herself, Sophia found herself leaning forward, genuinely intrigued. "What's your current approach?"

"We're thinking layered complexity—simple surface mechanics that reveal deeper systems as players get more invested. Kind of like..." He paused, glancing at her with something that might have been mischief. "Like good project management, actually. Invisible until you need it, but robust enough to handle whatever chaos comes up."

Touché.

"That's actually a really smart parallel," Sophia said. "Are you running into any coordination challenges with the client?"

"A few. They're passionate about their vision, which is great, but they're also trying to manage timeline expectations while keeping their creative team happy. Classic creative industry problem."

"Mind if I sit in on your next client call? I might be able to offer some perspective on stakeholder management."

Marcus studied her for a moment, and Sophia had the unsettling feeling that he was trying to figure out whether she was genuinely interested or just doing her job.

"Sure," he said finally. "Fair warning though—gaming clients can be... intense. They care a lot about their projects."

"Good," Sophia said. "Passionate clients usually make for the most interesting challenges."

As the afternoon wore on, Sophia found herself settling into the rhythm of her new environment. The noise level that had seemed chaotic in the morning began to feel energizing. The casual interactions that had initially struck her as unprofessional revealed themselves as a different kind of efficiency—people solving problems in real-time instead of scheduling formal meetings.

And Marcus, despite his cereal-for-lunch and video-game-sound-effects approach to office life, was clearly brilliant at what he did. She watched him troubleshoot a user interface problem with elegant problem-solving skills, his earlier playfulness replaced by focused intensity.

Maybe this won't be so bad after all.

At six-thirty, as the office began to empty out, Sophia was still at her desk, reviewing project documentation and trying to understand the company's current client portfolio. The natural light had faded, leaving the space illuminated by overhead fluorescents and the warm glow of computer screens.

"You know you don't have to stay late on your first day, right?" Marcus said, and Sophia looked up to find him shutting down his computer. "This isn't Seoul corporate culture. Jennifer actually gets worried if people consistently work past seven."

"Just trying to get up to speed," Sophia said, though she saved her document and began closing applications. He was right—she was falling back into old patterns, trying to prove her dedication through hours rather than results.

"Fair enough. But maybe pace yourself? Portland's got this whole work-life balance thing figured out. You might actually like it."

There was something almost gentle in his tone, and Sophia found herself looking at him more carefully. Earlier, she'd written him off as immature and unprofessional. But there was consideration in his suggestion, an understanding that she might be struggling with more than just learning new systems.

"Thanks," she said, meaning it. "I'll keep that in mind."

"Good. See you tomorrow, Sophia Kim with the international experience."

And then he was gone, leaving Sophia alone in the dimming office with the unexpected realization that her new beginning might be more complicated—and more interesting—than she'd anticipated.

She gathered her things slowly, taking one last look around the space that would become her professional home. Tomorrow, she'd continue learning this strange new culture of collaboration and creativity. She'd figure out how to balance Korean precision with Portland innovation. She'd prove that leaving her old life behind had been the right choice.

One day at a time.

The elevator ride down felt different than the morning's ascent—less terrifying, more hopeful. As the doors opened onto the lobby, Sophia stepped out into her new city with something that felt surprisingly close to confidence.

Outside, Portland's evening air carried the scent of food trucks and rain-wet pavement, and somewhere in the distance, she could hear the faint sound of live music drifting from one of the downtown venues.

This is going to work, she told herself as she walked toward her car. It has to.
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Chapter 2: "The Manchild Next Door"
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Marcus O'Brien had always believed that the secret to a happy life was keeping things simple. Wake up when you felt like it (or when your neighbor's construction project forced the issue). Eat whatever tasted good. Work on projects that excited you. Avoid unnecessary drama. Repeat.

It was a philosophy that had served him well for thirty-nine years, keeping him happily employed, reasonably healthy, and blissfully free from the soul-crushing corporate ladder-climbing that had turned his father into a bitter shell of a man who measured success in stock options and blood pressure medication.

So why, exactly, was he lying awake at 6:47 AM on a Tuesday, staring at his ceiling and thinking about his uptight new desk neighbor's perfectly organized workspace?

This is ridiculous. She's been here exactly three days.

Marcus rolled out of his unmade bed—a California king that took up most of his studio apartment's bedroom area—and padded barefoot to his kitchen. The space was small but efficient, with exposed brick walls he'd never bothered to decorate and windows that let in decent morning light when he bothered to open the blinds.

Coffee first. Then he could figure out why Sophia Kim and her color-coded filing system were occupying valuable mental real estate that should be dedicated to more important things, like whether the new Zelda game was worth the seventy-dollar price tag.

As the coffee maker gurgled to life, Marcus caught his reflection in the microwave door and grimaced. His hair was doing that thing where it stuck up in three different directions, and he was pretty sure the t-shirt he'd slept in advertised a band that had broken up in 2015. This was exactly the kind of morning where he'd usually throw on whatever was closest to clean and call it good.

But for some reason—some completely inexplicable reason—he found himself actually brushing his hair. And digging through his laundry basket for a shirt that didn't have mysterious stains.

You're being weird, O'Brien. Knock it off.

Twenty minutes later, he was walking into Cascade Technologies with a travel mug of coffee and the uncomfortable realization that he'd spent more time getting ready this morning than he had in the past month combined. And why? Because his new desk neighbor had made one comment about "professional presentation" yesterday, delivered in that perfectly polite tone that somehow made it clear she thought his usual wardrobe choices were somewhere between "college freshman" and "recently escaped mental patient."

The thing was, Marcus genuinely didn't care what most people thought about his appearance. He'd spent enough years watching his father stress about corporate image and executive presence to know that particular game wasn't worth playing. But something about Sophia's quiet assessment had gotten under his skin.

Maybe it was the way she'd looked at his Lucky Charms yesterday—not disgusted, exactly, but like she was trying to solve a particularly complex puzzle. How does a grown man function on children's cereal and energy drinks?

Or maybe it was the gaming analogy thing. He'd been fully prepared to write her off as another corporate drone who'd spend six months trying to optimize the fun out of everything before moving on to terrorize some other creative team. But then she'd actually understood what he was talking about, had made connections that showed she'd genuinely listened instead of just waiting for her turn to speak.

It was... unexpected. And Marcus had learned to be suspicious of unexpected things, especially when they came wrapped in perfectly pressed blazers and spoke three languages.

"Morning, sunshine," called Riley Thompson from the QA pit as Marcus made his way to his desk. "You're looking unusually human today. Special occasion?"

"Bite me, Riley," Marcus replied cheerfully, settling into his gaming chair and powering up his workstation. "Some of us occasionally make an effort."

"Right. And I'm sure it has nothing to do with your new desk mate who looks like she could run a Fortune 500 company in her sleep."

Marcus was saved from having to respond by the arrival of said desk mate, who appeared at exactly 9:00 AM carrying what appeared to be an actual briefcase and looking like she'd stepped out of a business magazine photoshoot. Her dark hair was pulled back in some kind of complicated twist thing, her navy blazer was perfectly tailored, and she moved with the kind of confident efficiency that suggested she'd already accomplished more before breakfast than most people managed in a full day.

Show off.

"Good morning, Marcus," Sophia said, her tone professionally friendly as she set her briefcase down and began her apparently ritualistic desk organization process. "How's the Zenith Gaming project coming along?"

"Morning," Marcus replied, trying to match her professional tone and failing spectacularly. There was something about the way she asked questions—like she was genuinely interested in the answer but also somehow evaluating his competence—that made him want to either impress her or mess with her head. "It's coming along. Got some interesting feedback from their art director yesterday."

"Oh? What kind of feedback?"

Marcus pulled up the project files, very aware that Sophia was watching his process with that same analytical attention she seemed to give everything. "They're concerned about the learning curve for new players. Want to make sure the interface doesn't intimidate people who aren't hardcore gamers."

"That makes sense from a market expansion perspective," Sophia said, and Marcus found himself surprised again by her genuine engagement. "What's your current approach?"

"Progressive disclosure," Marcus said, warming to the topic despite himself. "Start with basic mechanics, gradually introduce complexity as players demonstrate mastery. Kind of like..." He paused, glancing at her with a slight grin. "Like good project management, right? You don't dump every process and procedure on someone's first day."

Something that might have been amusement flickered across Sophia's features. "Exactly. Though I have to ask—are you making gaming analogies to explain business concepts, or business analogies to explain gaming concepts?"

"Both? Neither? Does it matter if it
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