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Hearts Before Midnight
About the Author  
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This author writes contemporary romance about people who spend more time under office lights than under the stars, and still somehow manage to find something tender, unexpected, and true. The stories are always rooted in ordinary workdays, late-night deadlines, and the quiet moments in between where a glance across a desk or a shared coffee can change everything.

With a lifelong love for character-driven storytelling, the author is drawn to strong yet vulnerable women and men who are thoughtful, emotionally intelligent, and deeply human. The focus is never on perfect people, but on imperfect hearts who learn to communicate, set boundaries, heal from old scars, and choose love without losing themselves.

Outside of fiction, the author has spent years inside meeting rooms, open-plan offices, and late-shift project war rooms, carefully observing how people connect in spaces that are supposed to be purely “professional.” Those lived-in details shape every scene on the page, bringing authentic workplace rhythms, believable dialogue, and the subtle tension of relationships that grow where they are least expected.

The goal with every book is simple: to give readers a romance that feels emotionally honest, impossible to rush, and comforting to return to—like the last light left on in a city building after everyone else has gone home.
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Dedication
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For everyone who has ever stared at a glowing screen long after midnight and wondered if life is more than deadlines and deliverables. May you find a heart that sees you even in fluorescent light.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Team
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Cassie Holt is a senior copywriter at Lyra North, a boutique branding agency in the heart of the city. She is known for sharp taglines, organised folders, and never missing a deadline. After a breakup that left her suspicious of grand gestures and office gossip, Cassie lives by one unbreakable rule: keep her heart out of the workplace and her emotions out of the inbox.

Eli Mercer is the quietly brilliant data insights lead brought in from another branch to oversee a crucial product launch account. He prefers numbers to noise, late nights to crowded brainstorms, and stays carefully distant from anything that looks like workplace drama. A mistake at a previous job taught him that blurred lines between personal and professional can cost more than a promotion.

Nina Park is Cassie’s best friend at the agency and a senior designer with an unapologetically loud laugh. She reads people faster than she reads briefs and has been trying for months to persuade Cassie that life cannot be colour-coded into safe and unsafe columns forever.

Dominic Reyes is the account director responsible for the agency’s biggest new client, a productivity app called PulseLine. He loves high-pressure pitches, decisive calls, and any employee who can hold their nerve when everything starts to shake.

Farah Qureshi is the HR manager who has learned to watch the office as both a workplace and a living map of relationships. She believes in clear policies, soft landings, and the power of one honest conversation at the right time.

These are the people who share a floor, a coffee machine, a hundred unread emails, and one countdown clock that will push their hearts into places no project plan could predict.
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Introduction – The Night the Clock Hung On 11:47
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The office always sounded different after ten at night.

In the daytime, Lyra North buzzed. There were footsteps and chair wheels and overlapping conversations about fonts and funnels and everything that could be turned into a slide. There were deliveries and door chimes and the constant whisper of the coffee machine steaming one more round for a tired designer.

But now, as Cassie Holt stood alone in the glass-walled kitchen on the eighth floor, the building seemed to be breathing in slow, shallow pulls. The hum of the fridge had become a low, steady note. The city outside the windows was a muted reflection of red brake lights and distant sirens. Every clink of a mug felt like it might echo all the way down to the lobby.

The coffee machine blinked at her as if it, too, was tired of being asked to perform miracles.

“One more,” Cassie murmured, pressing the button with the kind of gentleness she never used on deadlines. “Just one more.”

The machine sputtered, whirred, and finally gave in, sending a stream of dark coffee into the paper cup. She watched it rise, breathing in the bitter smell. Her eyes burned from staring at screens; her neck ached; her inbox held a neat thread of messages titled “LAST MINUTE TWEAK” that had arrived in the last hour.

On the far wall, the analogue clock read 11:47 p.m.

Twelve minutes to midnight internal deadline. That was what Dominic had called it that morning in the stand-up—“our internal midnight.” The actual client presentation was scheduled for nine thirty the next day, but the full deck had to be uploaded and locked by midnight if they wanted the dev team to weave the story into the product demo.

She could hear Dominic’s voice in her memory, sharp and bright.

We don’t move this deadline. We move ourselves.

Cassie wrapped her hands around the cup, letting the heat sink into her fingers. She could have gone home at eight, when the first round of revisions went through, or at nine, when she’d finished rewriting the campaign manifesto in plainer language. But then the analytics team had flagged a change, and the tone of half their copy had to shift from “aspirational” to “measurable results,” and here she was—alone with the clock and the leftover fluorescent light.

Almost alone.

Footsteps in the corridor broke through her thoughts, steady and unhurried. She didn’t turn immediately. Most people who stayed this late walked fast, in little half-jogs between meeting rooms and desks. These footsteps sounded different, as if they belonged to someone who trusted time to bend a little for them.

“You’re on coffee number... what, five?” a voice asked from the doorway.

Cassie turned, lifting the cup to her lips mostly to buy herself a second. Eli Mercer stood just outside the kitchen, one shoulder resting against the glass doorframe. He was still in his shirt sleeves, the navy jacket he’d worn in the morning now hooked on the back of his chair somewhere down the hall. His tie had vanished hours ago. The top button of his shirt was undone. His ID card swung lightly against his chest when he shifted.

“I’m not counting anymore,” she said. “Counting only makes you realise you should have stopped.”

Eli’s mouth tipped into the suggestion of a smile. He pushed the door open and stepped inside, the soft rubber of his sneakers barely making a sound on the tiles.

“You know there’s a point where coffee stops helping,” he said. “It just keeps you more awake while you make the same mistakes.”

“Spoken like a man who lives in dashboards,” Cassie replied. “Out here in the land of adjectives, we do what we can.”

He chuckled under his breath. It was still strange, having him on this floor. For months he had been nothing but a name on email threads, a calm, concise signature from the data team at the other branch. When Dominic had announced that Eli was being transferred for the PulseLine launch, the reaction across the floor had been a chorus of half-whispered comments about “the numbers guy” and “the clean-up expert.”

Numbers guy or not, he had spent the last three nights in the same war room Cassie had, looping through charts and scripts and tiny conflicts of language. They were both stretched thin, but he somehow carried his fatigue more quietly, like a background process running low on battery but still refusing to shut down.

He walked over to the cupboard, reached up for a mug, and pulled one down without looking. The familiar ease of the movement surprised her.

“You were here before I arrived this morning,” Cassie said. “And you’re still here now. I’m starting to suspect you don’t actually go home.”

“Home is overrated when your apartment walls are the colour of printer paper,” he said. “You, on the other hand, have no excuse. I thought copywriters were supposed to work in candlelight with jazz in the background.”

“That’s only in movies written by people who have never seen a content calendar,” she said. “We get overhead lights and deadline alarms. Very romantic.”

He placed the mug under the nozzle, pressed the button, and leaned back against the counter, watching the coffee pour.

“You finished rewriting the value statement?” he asked.

“Almost.” Cassie exhaled. “I just need to adjust the last slide to match the new conversion numbers you sent. You changed half my verbs, by the way.”

“Your verbs implied feelings,” Eli said. “I was asked to imply outcomes. We each suffer in our own way.”

She shook her head, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth despite her exhaustion. There was something oddly comforting about his dry commentary. It never crossed into teasing for the sake of it; it stayed grounded, like a hand hovering near her elbow without quite touching.

The machine finished its work and beeped. Eli picked up the mug, blew across the surface once, and took a careful sip.

“How bad is it?” she asked.

“The coffee or the deck?”

“Pick one,” Cassie said.

“The coffee is survivable,” he said. “The deck is ninety-two percent there. The last eight percent is just us agreeing on whether ‘beat burnout’ is a promise we can justify with the data. I don’t think your heart wants to make a claim my charts can’t support.”

She watched him as he spoke, the way he always chose his words slowly, as if he were laying them down on a table to see how they fit together. The floor’s harsh overhead light cut a line across his face, but there was something unhurried in his expression. He carried tiredness in the slight shadows beneath his eyes, not in rushed movements.

“My heart,” she said, “just wants to go home before midnight and not dream in bullet points.”

He tilted his head, studying her for a moment.

“Then let’s get you there,” he said. “You fix the words, I’ll finalise the charts. We’ve got”—he glanced at the clock—“eleven minutes to pretend that deadlines are reasonable.”

Cassie’s phone buzzed on the counter, the screen lit with a familiar name. She glanced at it and then turned it face down without opening the message.

“Everything okay?” Eli asked quietly.

“Fine,” she said, maybe a little too quickly. “It’s just my mother. If I call now, she’ll hear how tired I am and tell me I’m ruining my life.”

“Is she wrong?” he asked.

Cassie let out a soft laugh.

“She has a very dramatic definition of ‘ruining,’” she said. “Also, she still thinks I work at ‘an advertising company that makes jingles,’ so I’m not sure how much weight to give her judgement.”

“Ah,” he said. “That generation never really understood the joy of conversion funnels.”

The kitchen light flickered once, returned to normal, then buzzed faintly as if warning them that even electricity had limits. Cassie took another sip of coffee and forced herself to stand up straighter.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do this. Last pass, clean upload, out the door.”

They walked back down the corridor side by side, their footsteps echoing softly. Most of the desks they passed were dark, screens asleep, chairs pushed in neatly. The entire floor felt like the aftermath of a storm—papers stacked, pens left where they fell, the ghost of energy still hanging in the air.

At the end of the corridor, the war room glowed with light. Whiteboards covered in diagrams stared back at them. The main screen at the front still showed the last slide they had argued over: a simple line of text and a neat cluster of numbers beneath it.

Eli stepped in first, setting his mug down next to his laptop. Cassie perched on the edge of the table rather than returning to her chair. She had sat for so many hours that her body had forgotten what any other position felt like.

“Read it to me again,” he said. “Not like a copywriter. Like someone who’s choosing this product at two in the morning because they feel like they’re slipping.”

Cassie closed her eyes for a second, blocking out the harsh light, the flicker of charts on the screen, the buzzing clock on the wall.

She imagined someone in a small apartment, laptop open, eyes gritty from too many late nights. Someone who had promised themselves they would rest once the project was over, once the quarter closed, once their manager stopped saying “just one more push.” Someone alone with a deadline and a heartbeat that refused to slow down.

“PulseLine doesn’t ask you to work harder,” she said slowly. “It helps you work honestly. Track what drains you, protect what restores you, and draw a line before your day draws it for you.”

When she opened her eyes, Eli was watching her, not the screen.

“And the metrics?” she asked, her voice quieter.

“We show how many users have reduced their after-hours log-ins,” he said. “We show how many reported better sleep after four weeks. We show how often the app reminds them to stop, not to start. It’s not perfect, but it’s real.”

“Real is all I need,” Cassie said.

She typed the words into the slide, fingers finding their rhythm again. Their rhythm, she realised, because she was no longer writing alone. His numbers leaned against her sentences, giving them weight where they might otherwise have floated.

Minutes slid by, most of them marked only by the soft tapping of keys and the occasional scratch of a pen when Eli adjusted a figure on his notepad before updating the sheet. The war room felt suspended, as if the rest of the building had stepped out and closed the door.

At some point, Cassie became aware of the clock again.

“Time?” she asked.

Eli checked his watch rather than the wall.

“11:56,” he said. “Upload when you’re satisfied, not when you’re scared.”

She made herself read the last three slides aloud in her head, not just for grammar, but for truth. Did the words over-promise? Did they flatter too much? Did they sound like something a burnt-out twenty-eight-year-old would trust?

When she finally clicked “Save” and then “Export,” her hands were almost steady.

“Okay,” she whispered. “I’m satisfied.”

The progress bar crawled across the screen, slow and inevitable. Eli walked over to stand beside her, his presence a quiet line of warmth at her shoulder.

“If the system freezes now, I’m blaming your coffee,” he said.

“If the system freezes now, I’m walking out and changing my name,” Cassie replied, but the threat had no real heat.

The bar reached one hundred percent. A soft chime signalled the file was ready. Cassie navigated to the shared drive, found the folder marked “FINAL – DO NOT TOUCH,” and dropped the deck into it.

The upload window appeared, slid forward, and then disappeared again.

“Time?” she asked.

“11:59,” Eli said. “You made it with a minute to spare.”

Cassie let out a laugh that sounded more like a sigh. Some of the tension in her shoulders eased, replaced by a different kind of awareness. The room was still. The city outside the windows pulsed with distant movement, but up here, everything had narrowed down to the two of them and the faint ticking of the second hand on the wall.

“You know,” she said, “the last time I stayed this late for a launch, my then-boyfriend accused me of being married to my job.”

“How long did that marriage last?” Eli asked.

“Longer than the relationship,” she said. “And the job doesn’t leave socks on the floor.”

He smiled, but his gaze stayed gentle.

“Whoever said that,” he said, “didn’t understand what it means when you keep showing up for something. That’s not an obsession. That’s commitment. There’s a difference.”

Cassie looked at him, really looked. At the faint crease between his brows that deepened when he focused. By the way his hands were still, relaxed on the edge of the table. In eyes that saw more than numbers.

“Commitment is easier to justify when it’s to a person,” she said softly.

“Maybe,” he replied. “Or maybe it just feels more acceptable to everyone else. I’m not sure our hearts care whether the calendar event is a meeting or a date. They just know when we are where we said we would be.”

For a moment, the words hung in the air between them, warmer than the room’s recycled air had any right to be.

The clock clicked over to midnight.

Cassie’s phone buzzed again on the table. She glanced at it and then, almost impulsively, turned it off completely. The silence that followed was strange and clear.

“Midnight,” she said. “The deadline is officially behind us.”

“Or,” Eli said, “it’s in front of us.”

She frowned slightly.

“How?”

“We delivered the deck,” he said. “Now we have to show up tomorrow and stand behind it. Midnight is just the handover point between what we do alone and what we do in the room.”

“You’re very good at making everything sound like a thesis,” she said.

“The side effect of loving data,” he said. “If you look at enough timelines, you stop believing in endings.”

Cassie smiled, but the expression felt different now, softer at the edges.

“I should go home before I start agreeing with you,” she said. “If I get on the last metro, I might even get a seat.”

“I’ll walk you to the lift,” he said.

He did, and they moved through the quiet floor like two people stepping through the last stretch of a tunnel together. At the elevator, they paused. The call button glowed when she pressed it.

“Thank you,” Cassie said, surprising herself with how much she meant it. “For staying. For arguing with my verbs. For not letting the numbers be colder than they had to be.”

“Thank you,” Eli said. “For making the numbers feel like they belonged to humans.”

The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime. She stepped inside, turned, and met his eyes once more.

“Get some sleep, Mercer,” she said.

“Only if you do, Holt,” he replied.

The doors closed on his half-smile and the dim corridor behind him. As the elevator descended, Cassie leaned back against the wall and let herself breathe properly for the first time all day.

Deadlines had always felt like lines that tightened around her chest, pulling her forward whether she was ready or not. But tonight, standing beside a man who talked about timelines and hearts in the same breath, midnight had felt less like a cut-off and more like a hinge.

She didn’t know it yet, but in the weeks to come, she would start marking time differently. Not by draft versions and client calls, but by the quiet, unplanned moments that slipped in just before the clock turned over.

Hearts before midnight, she would realise, had a way of saying things the calendar could not.
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Chapter 1 – The Morning After Midnight
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Cassie woke to the sound of her alarm drilling right through the fog in her head. For a few seconds, she didn’t know what day it was, only that her pillow felt too soft and the room too dim. Then the glow of her phone screen came into focus on the bedside table, white numbers insisting that it was already seven twenty.

She sat up too fast and the room tipped. Her body protested with a throb at the base of her skull, the price of caffeine and blue light and the stubborn refusal to leave an unfinished sentence on a slide.

“Presentation,” she muttered, pushing her hair out of her face. “Nine thirty. Boardroom. No dying before then.”

Her apartment was a single long rectangle with a small balcony at one end. Light leaked in around the curtains, a grey city brightness that suggested cloud cover and the possibility of rain. On the floor beside the bed lay last night’s blazer, half folded, half surrendered. She scooped it up, inhaled the faint scent of office air conditioning and cheap perfume, and headed for the shower.

Under the water, she tried to rehearse the lines she would say when the PulseLine team sat down. Not the scripted phrases they had written into the deck, but the way she wanted to sound: steady, clear, like someone who believed every word she was offering.

You don’t have to outrun your burnout, she thought, letting the water slide over her neck. You have to see where it begins.

Her mind slipped back to the war room, to the moment the upload bar hit one hundred percent, to Eli’s calm voice saying, “Upload when you’re satisfied, not when you’re scared.” The memory carried a strange mix of relief and something softer, a feeling she refused to name. It had been a long time since she’d worked beside someone who didn’t treat deadlines like weapons.

She wrapped herself in a towel and padded back into the bedroom, her phone buzzing on the bed. Seeing her mother’s name on the screen, she hesitated, then answered. It was easier to face her now than later, when she would be tired in a different way.

“Amma?” she said.

“Finally,” her mother replied. “I called last night. Twice. Are you sleeping at that office now or what?”

“I was still at work,” Cassie said, tugging open her wardrobe with her free hand. “We had a big pitch today. I told you about it on Sunday.”

Her mother made a sound somewhere between a sigh and a disbelieving click of her tongue.

“Every week there is a big pitch,” she said. “Do they pay you double for these Godforsaken hours?”

“No,” Cassie said, choosing a soft cream blouse and a navy skirt, clothes that made her feel like she could stand her ground. “But if this client signs, it’s good for the agency. And for me.”

“For you,” her mother repeated. “If you say so. But when you are forty and your eyes are finished from looking at computers, don’t blame me. I told you you should have married that banker boy. Fixed timing, fixed salary, fixed life.”

Cassie closed her eyes for a moment. The banker boy was three. He had also been the one who told her that staying late at work meant she did not care enough about him. When he became an ex, her mother had quietly decided that career ambition was an illness she would grow out of.

“Amma, I have to go,” she said, forcing her tone to stay gentle. “Today is important. I’ll call you tonight, okay?”

“Tonight you will say you are tired,” her mother replied. “At least eat something. Don’t go there like a ghost. And wear something that doesn’t make you look like you haven’t slept in a week.”

“I’ll try to look like I slept in two,” Cassie said.

“What?”

“Nothing. I’ll call you later. Love you.”

She hung up before her mother could continue, guilt and affection tangling together in the small space of the room. There was love in the nagging, but there was also fear—of a life her mother couldn’t recognise, of choices that didn’t fit into the neat stories she told her friends about her daughter.

Cassie dressed quickly, tied her hair into a low, steady ponytail and drew a thin line of eyeliner along each lid. The woman in the mirror looked like a version of herself she recognised: tired, yes, but composed. The circles under her eyes were softened with concealer. She added a small pair of silver studs, the only jewellery she wore to important meetings. They felt like anchors rather than decoration.

In the kitchen, she poured herself a quick glass of water and grabbed a banana, not because she was hungry, but because her brain worked better when it had not been abandoned entirely. Her laptop bag waited by the door, already packed. She slipped into her flats, locked the apartment, and stepped out into the corridor.

The metro was crowded even at eight, a crush of half-awake commuters in stiff collars and scuffed shoes. Cassie squeezed into a corner near the door and wrapped her hand around the stainless-steel pole. The carriage rattled into motion, the weight of the city pulling against the tracks.

Above her, an advertisement strip ran along the wall, a carousel of posters that cycled every few seconds. A bright blue PulseLine ad flashed into view, the app’s logo hovering above the words: “Draw a line before your day draws it for you.”

Cassie blinked. She had seen the concept in a hundred mock-ups, had argued over its phrasing with Dominic and with the client’s brand manager. Seeing it here, in the real, damp air of the metro, felt like catching her own reflection in a stranger’s window.

A man beside her took out his phone, scrolling through notifications. She wondered briefly if he worked somewhere with a war room like theirs, if he had stayed late last night to prepare for something that might or might not change his quarter.

She thought of Eli’s line: I’m not sure our hearts care whether the calendar event is a meeting or a date. They just know when we are where we said we would be.

The train lurched. Someone muttered an apology. The world jostled forward in small, human increments.

By the time she reached her stop, the tightness in her chest had settled into a focused nervousness. It felt less like panic and more like standing at the edge of a diving board, aware of the height, aware of the fall, aware that the only way to reach the water was to leave solid ground.

Lyra North’s building rose from the pavement like a glass spine. The lobby smelled of polished stone and coffee from the kiosk near the elevators. Cassie flashed her ID at the turnstile, waited for the soft click, and stepped through.

On the eighth floor, the atmosphere was already thick. People moved faster, conversations were clipped. The usual background playlist had been turned down, as if even the speakers understood that today was not a day for casual noise.

Nina perched at the edge of Cassie’s desk like a bird ready to take flight, a half-empty mug in one hand, a handful of sticky notes in the other. Her hair was pulled into a messy knot on top of her head, held together by the stubbornness of bobby pins and possibly faith.

“You look like you slept twenty minutes,” Nina said as soon as Cassie dropped her bag into her chair.

“Don’t be generous,” Cassie replied, switching on her monitor. “It was closer to five hours. You?”

“Four and a half,” Nina said. “But who’s counting? Dominic is stomping around like a man who thinks storms are motivational. And HR already emailed this morning to remind everyone about the ‘no phones in the boardroom’ rule. Farah is pretending it’s about focus, but we all know it’s about Dominic’s last rant being secretly recorded.”

Cassie winced.

“I missed that one,” she said. “Was it impressive?”

“It was... educational,” Nina said. “He used the phrase ‘we bleed for our clients’ twice, which I feel HR would prefer he didn’t.”

Cassie’s lips twitched.

“Where’s Eli?” she asked, trying to sound casual. “Still in the war room?”

Nina’s eyes sharpened, quick and curious.

“Ah,” she said, drawing the sound. “The famous data whisperer. He’s been in the small meeting room near the terrace since seven, tweaking charts. Dominic went in ten minutes ago with two coffees and came out with no coffees, so I assume Eli is now fully caffeinated and halfway to rewriting the laws of productivity.”

“I’m asking because I need to confirm the latest numbers,” Cassie said, rolling her eyes. “Not because I’m interested in his coffee consumption.”

“Sure,” Nina said, in the tone of someone who had watched her friend lie to herself before. “Anyway, the client team is already in the building. I saw them at reception. They’re all tall and well-rested and wearing matching lanyards. It’s disgusting.”

Cassie glanced at her screen, where the PulseLine deck waited in the folder. The thumbnail for the final slide flickered in the corner of her vision, a reminder that their work now had to leave the safety of shared drives and stand in front of people with budgets.

“Are we still on for lunch?” she asked. “If this goes well, I’ll need someone to talk me down from celebrating too much.”

“If this goes badly, you’ll need someone to stop you from googling ‘alternative careers for burnt-out copywriters,’” Nina said. “Either way, I’m there. You’ll do fine. You always do.”

“Except that one time in college,” Cassie said. “The group project with the disaster presentation.”

“That doesn’t count,” Nina replied. “We were children. And the projector died. Today we have grown-up laptops and backups and a man who speaks fluent charts. You’re safer than you think.”

Cassie wasn’t sure she believed that, but she nodded anyway. Safe was a word she had stopped trusting years ago, especially when it came from other people. Still, there was something steadying about Nina’s certainty.

Dominic’s voice carried across the floor, calling people to the final run-through. Cassie picked up her notebook and pen, out of habit more than needed, and followed the stream of bodies toward the large boardroom at the far end.

The room had been transformed. The long table was cleared of the usual clutter, replaced with neat name cards and bottles of water. The screen at the front glowed with the Lyra North logo, waiting for the PulseLine deck to take its place. At one side, a smaller table held a tray of coffee cups and a stack of printed handouts.

Eli stood near the screen, laptop open, talking quietly to one of the junior analysts. His shirt was the same shade of white as yesterday, but his tie was a different pattern, thin navy stripes instead of plain. He looked like he had slept, but not much. Still, the lines of his face were relaxed, his voice measured.

When he saw Cassie, his expression shifted, the corners of his mouth lifting in recognition that was not quite a smile, but warmer than neutral.

“Morning,” he said.

“Is it?” she replied. “I thought we’d skipped straight from last night to a new level of consciousness.”

“You’re upright and your laptop is charged,” he said. “That qualifies as morning.”

Dominic clapped his hands once, sharply, bringing the room to attention.

“Okay, team,” he said. “They’re on their way up. Ten minutes. Last checks. No new crises. If anyone has a fresh crisis, keep it to yourself and we’ll schedule it for next week.”

A ripple of nervous laughter moved through the room. Cassie felt it brush past her without landing. Her focus narrowed to the screen and the familiar sequence of slides waiting in the file.

Eli clicked through the deck one last time, checking transitions, verifying that the charts loaded correctly. He moved with a calm that she suspected was at least partly performed, but it was convincing enough to steady her.

“You’ll speak to the narrative, I’ll speak to the numbers,” he said quietly, once Dominic’s attention had turned elsewhere. “If anyone tries to pull you into a technical corner you don’t like, look at me and I’ll jump in. And if they ask something I don’t know, feel free to rescue me with a metaphor.”

“You’re underestimating how easily I could get lost in my own metaphors,” Cassie said, but the offer sank into her like a warm stone.

The client team arrived with the energy of people who had slept well and travelled together. The PulseLine CEO, a woman in her early forties with sharp eyes and a softer smile, entered first. Beside her walked the brand director, two product managers, and a man from their finance team whose suit looked like it had never met a wrinkle.

There were handshakes and introductions. Cassie smiled, said her name enough times that it started to feel like a label rather than a person, and took her seat near the front of the table, within clear sight of the screen.

Dominic opened with a brief welcome, all confidence and easy humour. Then he handed her the floor.

Cassie stood. For a heartbeat, the room seemed to tilt again, the way her bedroom had when she woke. She placed her hands lightly on the table in front of her, not gripping, only grounding. The faces before her blurred into a collective attention.

“Thank you for being here,” she said. “We know how many demands there are on your time, and we don’t take lightly the trust it takes to let an agency step this far into your product.”

Her voice sounded almost normal, a little lower than usual but steady. Good. She could work with this.

“When we first sat down with PulseLine,” she continued, “we were struck by something that didn’t fit the usual productivity app story. You weren’t asking people to squeeze more out of their day. You were asking them to see the truth of it. Where their energy goes. What drains them. What restores them. And you were willing to build a product that occasionally tells users to stop instead of go.”

She watched the CEO’s face as she spoke. There was a flicker of recognition there, a small relief that someone had understood the intention beneath the features.

“So our job,” Cassie said, “was to build a narrative that honours that honesty. To help your users feel seen, not judged. To show them that drawing a line is not a failure of discipline, but a choice of self-respect.”

She clicked to the first slide, the opening visual of their campaign: a simple, clean interface and a line drawn across a day, not as a barrier, but as a marker.

As she moved through the slides, the words came more easily. She talked about the way they had reframed “time management” as “energy awareness,” about how the messaging shifted depending on whether the user was a freelancer, a manager, or someone just trying to leave work on time to pick up their kids. She felt the room’s focus tighten, not unkindly, but intensely.

When it was time to move into the data, she glanced at Eli. He took the cue without any visible transition, stepping into the space she had opened.

“From a behaviour standpoint,” he said, “we knew we couldn’t promise miracles. What we could do was track patterns. Where users log their longest stretches. When they most often ignore the app’s prompts. And what happens when we change how those prompts are worded.”

He spoke without rushing, walking them through the charts they had spent nights refining. His explanations were clear and free of the jargon that often turned numbers into walls instead of windows. When he mentioned a data point that supported one of her earlier lines, he glanced at her briefly, as if acknowledging the connection.

Together, they moved back and forth between story and statistics like people passing a ball they both cared about keeping in the air. Cassie felt the old thrill rise in her—a strange blend of performance and sincerity, of knowing that she was part of something that might actually matter to the people who would one day tap on a notification at two in the morning.

Questions came. Some were measured, some sharp. The PulseLine brand director asked about long-term retention; Cassie spoke about habits and trust, Eli about cohort analysis and gradual improvement. The finance man asked whether they were overselling the impact on burnout; Eli answered with a slide that showed conservative estimates and clearly marked assumptions, while Cassie added a single line about not promising what they couldn’t prove.

The CEO listened more than she spoke. When she finally leaned forward, near the end, it was to rest her elbows lightly on the table and look from Cassie to Eli.

“Let me ask you something outside the slides,” she said. “You’ve spent weeks inside our product. If you were our users, what would be the one message you’d want to see after a week of trying to change your habits and feeling like you’re failing?”

For a moment, the room was silent. Cassie felt everyone’s eyes pivot, waiting to see who would answer.

She didn’t look at Eli this time. She let herself imagine, honestly, what she would want to hear at the end of a long week where she had promised herself more balance and delivered instead another set of bleeding deadlines.

“I’d want to see something that doesn’t treat me like a broken machine,” she said, the words forming themselves even as she spoke. “Something that says, ‘You noticed. That’s the hardest part. You showed up. That counts. Tomorrow we’ll try again—together.’”

Her voice had softened without her permission. The last word felt heavier than she intended.

The CEO’s eyes held hers for a second, a small quiet passing between them.

“And on the numbers side?” she asked, turning to Eli.

“I’d want to see that the app is paying attention alongside me,” he said. “Not judging. Just showing patterns I can’t see when I’m exhausted. I’d like to know that slipping for a day doesn’t erase the progress of a week. That the line we’re drawing isn’t a knife edge, it’s a guide.”

The CEO leaned back, considering. The room felt like it was holding its breath.

“All right,” she said finally. “Let’s talk about the next steps.”

The rest of the meeting moved into details—timelines, legal checks, rollout phases. Dominic handled most of that, his tone shifting into negotiation mode. Cassie took notes where needed, added clarifications when asked. The urgency that had gripped her shoulders all morning eased gradually, replaced by a cautious, humming hope.

When the client team left, there was a beat of silence, as if the air had to readjust to their absence. Then the room erupted softly—murmurs, exhalations, the clatter of chairs pushed back.

Dominic turned to Cassie and Eli, his usually sharp gaze softened by something close to satisfaction.

“That,” he said, “was very, very good. The line about not treating users like broken machines? Keep that. We’ll build it into the next phase. And, Eli, the way you handled finance’s little inquisition? Beautiful.”

Eli nodded once, accepting the praise without overreacting.

“So what do you think?” Nina whispered to Cassie from behind, as if they were still in a college classroom and not a corporate boardroom. “Did we charm them enough to make them ours?”

“I think we gave them something to sit with,” Cassie said. “Which might be better than charming them.”

Farah from HR appeared at the door, a file in her hand, her expression unusually relaxed.

“Quick debrief at fifteen,” Dominic called. “Then everyone who stayed past nine last night goes home by six today, or I’ll personally switch off your monitors.”

“That’s either a reward or a threat,” Nina said under her breath.

“It’s both,” Cassie replied.

In the corridor outside the boardroom, the world felt brighter, as if someone had adjusted the contrast to reality. The regular office noises returned—the ring of a phone, the distant rumble of a printer, a burst of laughter from near the design corner.

Cassie leaned against the wall for a moment, letting her shoulders drop. Eli came to stand beside her, not too close, not too far. Just enough that she could feel his presence without having to look directly at him.

“Good answer,” he said quietly.

“Which one?” she asked. “I was on autopilot by the end.”

“The one about not treating users like broken machines,” he said. “And the one about counting showing up as progress. Those were... not autopilot.”

She exhaled, a soft huff that was almost a laugh.

“I think I was talking to myself as much as to them,” she admitted. “But if it works, I won’t complain.”

“It worked,” he said. “You could feel the room shift.”

She turned her head to look at him properly. His eyes were tired, but clear. There was no trace of the defensive distance she had seen in some colleagues after big presentations, the armor that said, If this goes badly, I was never really in it anyway. He had been in it.

“Thank you,” she said. “For backing me up. For making sure I didn’t accidentally promise that PulseLine could cure all human misery in thirty days.”

“Any time,” he replied. “I’d hate to see you hunted by angry users with unrealistic expectations.”

A smile tugged at her lips.

“Do you always stay this calm in front of clients?” she asked.

“Only on days when I’ve had less than five hours of sleep,” he said. “It slows down the panic.”

“That’s not a sustainable strategy,” she said.

“I didn’t say it was a good one,” he replied.

Nina called Cassie’s name from down the corridor, waving a notebook.

“Debrief in the small meeting room,” she said. “Dominic is already rewriting the dictionary of praise into something that sounds like ‘this was fine but let’s kill ourselves a little more next time.’”

Cassie pushed herself off the wall.

“Duty calls,” she said. “You coming?”

“In a minute,” Eli said. “I just need to send something to my old team. They helped some early models. I promised I’d let them know how today went.”

She nodded and started down the corridor, then paused and turned back.

“Hey, Eli,” she said.

He looked up, one hand already on his phone.

“Yes?”

“You said earlier that our hearts don’t care whether it’s a meeting or a date,” she said. “So, if my heart wants to stop thinking about both for an hour after work, does that count as progress?”

The question surprised even her as it left her mouth. It wasn’t an invitation, not yet, but it was a crack in a wall she usually kept sealed.

His gaze met hers, something unreadable flickering for a moment before it settled.

“I’d call that a healthy experiment,” he said. “Let me know how it goes.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to say anything else. As she walked away, she felt the weight of the morning shift inside her, making room for something that was not relief and not yet joy, but close to both.

She would go to the debrief. She would endure Dominic’s energetic dissecting of every slide and phrase. She would clock out at a reasonable time for once if he kept his promise. And maybe, just maybe, she would find an hour in the evening to sit on her balcony with no laptop, no notifications, and the quiet new knowledge that there was someone at work who saw more in her than deliverables.

Deadlines still ruled her calendar. But somewhere in the space before midnight, a different kind of timer had started ticking—one that had nothing to do with client sign-offs and everything to do with how long she could keep pretending that all she wanted from Eli Mercer was clean, accurate data.
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Chapter 2 – The Space After Applause
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By the time the debrief finally ended, the adrenaline that had carried Cassie through the presentation had thinned into something quieter, a hum at the base of her ribs. Dominic had paced in front of the whiteboard for twenty minutes, analysing every slide and phrase with a mix of praise and restless energy. He was proud, that much was obvious, but he was also one of those people for whom satisfaction always came packaged with the urge to push harder next time.

“You hit the emotional notes without making it melodramatic,” he had said to her at one point, marker still in hand. “That line about showing progress? That is gold. We’re wrapping a whole campaign leg around that. We’ll talk later about how we can extend it into email sequences and in-app copy.”

To Eli, he had said, “Finance guys hate being disarmed, and you disarmed them by being absolutely boring in the best way. Conservative projections. Clear assumptions. No fairy dust. They can’t argue with that. They’ll try, but they’ll lose.”

Now, as people drifted back to their desks, Cassie stood for a moment at the window near the war room, watching the rain start in thin, uncertain lines. The city below the glass blurred, lights smearing into streaks of white and red. She could see her own faint reflection layered over the scene, a woman in a cream blouse and navy skirt, shoulders not quite as rigid as they had been in the morning.

Nina slid into view beside her, holding two paper cups. She offered one with some flourish.

“Tea,” she said. “The civilised cousin of coffee. You look like you could use something that doesn’t taste like burnt ambition.”

Cassie accepted the cup, grateful for the warmth against her palms.

“I thought Dominic was going to start hugging people,” she said. “I’ve never seen his eyes shine like that. I was almost worried we had entered a parallel universe.”

“He loves a big win,” Nina said. “Especially one he can tell a story about in future interviews. You know he’s already rehearsing it in his head: ‘There we were, on the brink of midnight, and my team pulled out a narrative that changed everything.’”

“He’s not wrong about the midnight part,” Cassie said. “I can still feel last night in my spine.”

Nina studied her friend’s profile, taking in the softened lines around her mouth.

“You were good in there, Cas,” she said, her tone turning softer. “Not just ‘doing your job’ is good. You were... present. It was like you were talking directly to some invisible, exhausted person in the room. I saw the CEO lean forward. That wasn’t performance, that was recognition.”

Cassie let the compliment settle before responding. She had always been wary of praise. It could slip too easily into expectation, a raised bar she constantly feared knocking over.

“I was thinking of myself,” she said quietly. “Of all the
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