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  Introduction


Jake Thomas doesn’t trust easily—not in business, not in life. As the founder of a rising tech startup, he’s poured everything into creating breakthrough cybersecurity software to outsmart hackers and protect the vulnerable. But when a suspicious breach threatens everything he’s built, Jake’s carefully guarded world begins to unravel. 
Cassie Vance knows what it’s like to be underestimated. As the daughter of a powerful CEO, she’s spent her life trying to prove she’s more than a last name. When whispers of corporate sabotage surface, her loyalty is tested—especially when her father’s company may be involved. Torn between family expectations and her growing feelings for Jake, Cassie must decide where her true loyalties lie.
Together, Jake and Cassie uncover a web of secrets, betrayal, and danger that could destroy them both. But in a world where trust is fragile and every secret comes with a price, can two guarded hearts take the biggest risk of all… and choose love?
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  Chapter one
Jake

New Code, New City


Idon’t think Patty’s Diner has ever been this loud. It’s like all six of us—and our better halves—are trying to talk over each other, laugh louder than the jukebox, and squeeze every last second out of this goodbye. 
I lean back in my booth seat, the red vinyl creaking under my weight, and watch as Derek waves his fork like a sword, passionately arguing about whose chicken-fried steak has been best over the years.
“Jake’s was good,” Derek says, nodding toward me, “but he used too much cayenne that one time. My mouth didn’t recover for three days.”
“That was one time,” I protest, grinning. “And Ethan dared me.”
Ethan raises both hands in surrender. “Guilty. But let’s be honest—his spice level is the only interesting thing about his cooking.”
Charlotte elbows him, but she’s laughing. “Says the man who thought paprika was a vegetable.”
“Okay, okay,” Matt cuts in. “Can we not roast Jake on his last night here?”
“Actually,” Jenna says, lifting her coffee cup with a mischievous smile, “I think it’s a perfect tradition.”
They all raise their cups. Even Stacy, ever composed, gives me a little smirk. “To Jake. King of code, fire-breather in the kitchen, and the only one of us brave enough to take on Vance Corp.”
Emma leans forward, resting her chin in her hand. “I’m really proud of you,” she says gently. “This has been a long time coming.”
It has. Years of late nights, coffee that tasted more like regret than caffeine, and coding sprints that left me seeing semicolons in my dreams. All of it was leading to this deal—this chance to scale my tech beyond a small-town shop window.
And now I’m leaving the only home I’ve ever known to chase it.
I try to say something, but my throat tightens. So I just nod, eyes sweeping over these people—my people. The kind who show up, who tease you mercilessly, who know exactly how many cups of coffee you’ve had without asking.
Liam clinks his mug against mine. “Don’t forget who you are out there.”
“I won’t.”
“Take a piece of Patty’s with you,” Stacy adds. “Just not the pie. That’s sacred.”
Everyone laughs again, and for a moment, it doesn’t feel like goodbye. It feels like the start of something. A big something. And if I close my eyes, I can almost believe I’m ready for it.
Almost.

      ***The train pulls into Sterling Heights just after nine, and the city greets me with glass towers and blinking crosswalks and the low hum of ambition in the air.
I sling my duffel over my shoulder and step onto the platform, boots hitting pavement that’s too clean and too smooth. Everything feels unfamiliar. There’s no scent of maple trees, no whiff of bacon from Patty’s. Just steel, asphalt, and the faint buzz of drones overhead.
Still, the code doesn’t care where it’s written. The network doesn’t ask where your heart lives. That’s what I tell myself as I weave through the morning crowd—people in suits, people with coffee cups bigger than their faces, people who walk like they’ve got somewhere more important to be than you do.
My phone buzzes. A text from Matt: “Don’t forget, startup guys wear blazers now. No flannel.”
I smile in spite of myself and glance down at my black T-shirt. Good enough.
I’ve got one goal this week—land the integration deal with Vance Corp and make my software a serious player in the health-tech space. If that means trading flannel for uncomfortable shoes, so be it.
The duffel strap digs into my shoulder, but I don’t stop walking. There’s a rhythm to the city, and if I slow down, I’ll lose it.
I think of the guys back at Patty’s. The way Liam said, “Go build something big, man.” The way Emma hugged me a little tighter than usual. The way Charlotte slipped a travel-sized coffee thermos into my bag and whispered, “This is your emergency backup fuel. Use it wisely.”
I might be alone out here, but I’m not empty-handed.
The Vance Corp campus is a different world. Polished concrete, minimalist furniture, fountains that burble as if designed by tech monks. Even the air smells curated—like eucalyptus and ego.
I walk past a touchless security gate that scans my badge before I realize I’m holding it upside down. A sleek, wall-mounted screen politely tells me to flip it. I do, cheeks warming.
The main building rises like a glass cathedral, all angles and arrogance. Inside, a virtual receptionist greets me with a perfectly modulated voice. I type in my meeting code. The elevator doors slide open without a sound, and I step inside, heart thudding like I’m heading into battle.
Nineteenth floor. Executive conference suite. This is it.
The doors open into a hallway of frosted glass. I follow the signs until I reach a room labeled “Collaboration Pod B.” Because of course, the boardroom has a futuristic name.
Through the glass wall, I spot her.
Cassie Vance.
She’s finishing a keynote, standing at the head of the room like she was born to lead. Tall, polished, precise. Every word lands with clarity. Every gesture is choreographed. And the people watching her? They’re all nodding.
I know who she is—CEO’s daughter, head of a key division, rumored to be brilliant. She doesn’t look up, doesn’t see me. But I see her.
She wraps her speech with a calm, confident smile, and the room answers with polite applause—not enthusiastic, but respectful. Cassie Vance doesn’t even flinch. She nods once, smooths down the hem of her blazer, and steps aside to let the next segment begin.
The team shifts. Heads turn. My name is called.
“Jake Thomas, presenting the SecureBridge prototype.”
I walk forward, feeling every eye on me.
No flannel. No small-town shelter. No margin for error.
Time to prove I belong in this room.
Even if part of me would rather be back at Patty’s, pouring syrup and coding with the window open.
I move toward the display, my laptop already syncing with the room’s screen. My palms are dry—thank you, years of pitching to skeptical investors in cafes and hardware expos. My voice is steady.
“Good morning. I’m Jake Thomas, founder of BridgeTech Systems. What we’ve built is a lightweight cybersecurity solution that doesn’t just protect healthcare data—it adapts in real-time, using anomaly detection and machine learning to self-correct vulnerabilities before they escalate.”
I click the slide, and a live simulation runs. A data attack is neutralized before it hits the system. A few eyebrows lift.
I keep going, easing into the rhythm. No over-promising, no corporate-speak—just clean code doing what it was designed to do. The same stuff I’ve poured sleepless nights into, hunched over diner booths and kitchen counters back home.
When I finish, the room is quiet for a beat too long.
Then she speaks.
Cassie.
Her voice is smooth but sharp, like silk hiding a scalpel.
“Impressive demo,” she says, folding her arms. “But your model assumes Vance Corp's infrastructure is static. We’ve migrated our storage to a hybrid quantum architecture in the last quarter. Can your system handle non-linear data streams without creating bottlenecks?”
I smile, just a little. “We’re not just handling them. We’re using the irregular patterns to improve predictive responses. The more fragmented your traffic is, the smarter our system gets.”
Her eyebrow lifts a fraction. “So you're saying chaos makes your product better?”
“In a manner of speaking,” I say. “Though I wouldn’t recommend hiring saboteurs just to boost performance.”
A low chuckle from someone in the back. Cassie’s expression doesn’t change. But her eyes flick with interest.
“Okay,” she says coolly. “Let’s talk real-world application. Last year, we experienced a layered intrusion protocol that bypassed our firewalls through a corrupted diagnostic script. How would your tool respond in that exact scenario?”
I pull up the archived case she’s referring to—it’s already loaded in my secondary deck.
“By isolating command-level anomalies in system diagnostics, it would’ve flagged that corruption three seconds after execution and quarantined the input before it triggered escalation protocols.”
There’s a pause. A few execs nod. One of them murmurs something to another.
Cassie doesn’t blink. “Your UI is still clunky.”
Now I grin. “You haven’t seen clunky until you’ve debugged hospital software from 2006 running on an XP emulator. But I take your point.”
She steps a little closer. “Interface matters when your users are ER staff who haven’t slept in eighteen hours. They don’t have time to learn a new system.”
“And I don’t have time to explain every line of backend logic,” I reply. “That’s why we’re user-testing with rural clinics. High stress, low training environments. Real feedback. Real impact.”
A few people exchange looks. Someone in the corner nods.
Cassie’s arms drop to her sides. “You’ve done your homework.”
I meet her gaze. “I don’t pitch vaporware.”
The air shifts. There’s a spark now—tension, but the kind that pulls instead of pushes. She’s not trying to cut me down. She’s testing for weak spots. And I like that.
Cassie Vance isn’t just a figurehead. She knows her stuff. And she knows how to press.
I disconnect the demo and step back, giving the floor a respectful nod.
The room starts murmuring again—some low voices, a few pens tapping. One exec looks toward the door, already on to the next thing. But as I gather my laptop and coil the cable with too much precision, a voice calls out.
“Mr. Thomas.”
I turn. A tall man in his late forties walks over with an extended hand and a polished smile.
“David Renner,” he says. “Strategic Operations. That was a solid presentation.”
I shake his hand. Firm grip. Understated watch. The kind of guy who can kill a million-dollar deal with a head tilt.
“Thanks,” I say.
“Come with me,” he says. “There are a few people you should meet.”
He leads me through a side hallway that feels too pristine to be real—everything is glass, concrete, and those weird automatic planters that mist themselves every ten minutes. We arrive at a long lounge with minimalist chairs and wall-sized windows overlooking the city.
Three men and a woman are seated at the far end, sipping coffee that smells way better than whatever I grabbed on the train this morning.
“Jake Thomas,” Renner says. “BridgeTech Systems.”
They glance up. The man in the center smiles. I recognize him instantly from his company bio and half a dozen news features.
Harold Vance.
He rises to greet me. Not with a handshake—just a nod and a look that scans like a full-body x-ray.
“Impressive demonstration,” he says. His voice is quieter than I expect, almost conversational. “Your anomaly detection algorithm—it's clean. Almost elegant.”
I incline my head. “Thank you, sir.”
“And the real-time application?” he asks. “What’s the lag between signal detection and quarantine protocol?”
“Under three seconds,” I say. “And we’re optimizing with every use case. The more data it sees, the faster it gets.”
Vance’s eyes narrow slightly, but not in a bad way. He looks pleased. Not warm, not relaxed—but intrigued.
“I appreciate developers who speak directly,” he says. “Too many pitch decks, not enough substance.”
I resist the urge to glance at Cassie, but I don’t have to. I can feel her standing behind me now, somewhere at the edge of the room.
One of the other execs—an older woman with short silver hair—leans forward. “Do you have any background in healthcare deployment?”
“Yes,” I say. “I’ve implemented secure data overlays for rural clinics in three counties. Real-world pressure. Minimal IT infrastructure.”
She nods, scribbles something in a leather-bound notebook.
“We’ll be in touch,” Renner says. “I’d recommend you stay in town for the week. There may be additional sessions.”
There it is. Not a handshake. Not a contract. But a maybe.
A good maybe.
“Of course,” I say.
Vance turns back to the window, hands clasped behind his back. “Mr. Thomas, thank you for your time.”
I exit the room the way I came—eyes forward, expression neutral, laptop tight in my grip. As soon as the door closes behind me, I exhale slowly, the pressure lifting just a little.
That went well. Not perfect. But not a crash and burn.
And her critiques?
They didn’t shake me. If anything… they lit something up.
I didn’t expect that.
I didn’t expect her.
Cassie Vance.
Sharper than expected. Smarter than expected. And absolutely going to be a problem.
A beautiful, infuriating, brilliant problem.

      ***The hotel room smells faintly of citrus and fresh linens—too clean, too quiet. I drop my duffel by the foot of the bed and flop down onto the edge, still holding my laptop like it’s a security blanket. The presentation is over. My shoulders should relax. My brain should ease off. But all I can think about is her voice slicing through the room like a scalpel.
Cassie Vance.
Her questions were precise, calculated, relentless. Not performative. Not bored. She was actually listening. And that bugs me more than it should.
I open my laptop, swipe through a few screens just to make sure the logs from the demo synced correctly, then close the lid again with a sigh. I pull my phone from my pocket and hit Matt’s name. The FaceTime tone buzzes a few times before his stubbled, half-grinning face fills the screen.
“Well, well,” Matt says. “If it isn’t Mr. Corporate Sellout himself.”
I snort. “Yeah, nice to see you too.”
“You crash the servers yet?”
“Almost,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “How’s Patty’s?”
“Greasy and perfect. Liam tried to order ‘avocado toast’ this morning and Emma nearly kicked him out.”
I laugh, and something inside me unclenches. Home isn’t just a place—it’s the people who call you out when you start turning into a stranger.
I lean back against the headboard. “This city’s too quiet. Feels like the walls are listening.”
Matt raises an eyebrow. “Hotel or Vance Corp?”
“Both.”
He grins. “So, how’d the pitch go?”
“Better than I expected, honestly.” I walk him through the presentation, from the moment I stepped into the glass boardroom to the last question Cassie fired off. I leave nothing out—how she stood there like she’d already dissected my whole system before I opened my laptop, how she drilled into my logic like she wasn’t just testing the product but testing me.
Matt whistles low. “Damn. She really came at you like that?”
“Every answer I gave, she had a follow-up. And it wasn’t fluff. She knew her stuff.” I pause. “She called the UI clunky.”
“Well,” Matt says, smirking, “she’s not wrong.”
I shoot him a glare through the screen. “I’ll get to the UI later. It works. That’s what matters.”
“Sure,” he says, drawing the word out. “So, she was just hard to impress, huh?”
“Something like that.”
He leans forward. “And how exactly do you feel about her?”
I rub my eyes. “I feel like she’s going to be a pain in my ass all week.”
Matt laughs. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“It is,” I say firmly. 
“I’m not here to make friends. Or flirt. Or play startup-seduced-by-corporate-princess. I’m here to land the deal, secure the integration, and get my product to the people who need it.”
“Right,” Matt says. “Totally. But what if this skepticism of hers turns into something… believable?”
I groan and flop fully onto my back. “Don’t start.”
“I’m just saying,” he teases. “You’ve got this woman who challenges you, makes you defend your code, gets under your skin in exactly the way you hate—sounds a lot like foreplay for you.”
“I hate you.”
“You love me,” he corrects. “And admit it—she got to you.”
I don’t answer right away. Because yeah, she did. Not in the googly-eyed, rom-com way. But in the way that reminds me I’ve been the smartest person in every room I’ve walked into for the last year, and suddenly I’m not. And weirdly, I don’t hate it.
But I’m not saying that out loud. Not to Matt.
“I’m here for work,” I say instead, staring at the ceiling. “Nothing else.”
“Sure,” Matt replies, clearly not convinced. “Just keep telling yourself that. And text me if she calls your interface ‘functional but emotionally unavailable.’”
“Goodnight, Matt.”
He grins. “Night, corporate.”
I hang up and let the phone fall beside me.
The city hums low outside the window. Somewhere below, traffic swirls in neat lines, and somewhere in a boardroom I’ll probably return to tomorrow, Cassie Vance is planning her next verbal takedown.
I close my eyes, trying to shut it all off.
But her voice still echoes in my head.
"Your UI is still clunky."
She wasn’t wrong.
And maybe—just maybe—I want to hear what else she thinks is broken.






  
  Chapter two
Cassie

The Legacy Problem


The boardroom smells like citrus polish and expensive disappointment. I’m seated two chairs down from the end of the long mahogany table, just close enough to be seen, not quite close enough to be heard. 
A panel of execs drones on about margins and investor forecasts while I tap a stylus against my digital notebook, counting the seconds until someone brings up my proposal—again. I’ve adjusted it three times. Updated the tech specs. Anticipated the objections. Trimmed the budget ask by fifteen percent. It won’t matter.
Across from me, the department head for Engineering—Todd Withers, smug as ever—leans forward and says, “We’ve reviewed the rural health integration plan. It’s just not scalable. The demand-to-deployment ratio doesn’t justify the infrastructure commitment.”
“Unless,” I say, breaking in before anyone else can speak over me, “we apply the SecureBridge overlay from last quarter’s beta and pair it with a low-cost UI that’s already in testing. The load can be distributed across modular nodes, and we can implement a phased deployment by zip code.”
Todd blinks, clearly thrown off by the fact that I’ve thought this through—again.
A few seats down, someone chuckles quietly, and another exec mutters, “Sounds idealistic.”
I want to snap back, Sounds like you haven’t been outside the city in five years, but I don’t. I grip my tablet tighter.
Harold sits at the head of the table, fingers steepled, expression unreadable. As always. Watching, calculating, not defending me. Never defending me. When I was twelve, I thought that made him strong. Now I understand it just makes him safe.
He shifts slightly and says, “The field deployment will have to wait. Let’s move forward.”
And just like that, it’s dismissed again.
I keep my expression blank as they pivot to Q3 cybersecurity upgrades. My jaw is tight, but I keep typing notes no one will read. I want to fight, but I’m tired of watching my logic bounce off bulletproof egos.
And somewhere in the back of my mind, I can’t stop thinking about him.
Jake Thomas.
He didn’t flinch yesterday. I threw every hole I could find in his system at him, and he plugged them faster than I could rephrase the critique. He was steady. Honest. Smug, but not in a way that made me roll my eyes. He knew his system. Knew what it could do. He didn’t overpromise, and he didn’t defer to me because of my last name. That was... new.
“BridgeTech is promising,” Harold says suddenly, cutting through the meeting’s lull. “Their anomaly tracking model has legitimate potential. The adaptive logic was stronger than I expected.”
I sit up straighter before I can stop myself.
Did he just praise Jake’s system? Publicly?
A few of the execs nod, making quiet noises of agreement, like parrots hoping to score points for agreeing with the boss. But I can feel the sharp twist in my chest—the recognition that wasn’t for me. Never is. I’ve been fighting for years to make rural integration matter, to make the tech we build here actually reach people, not just sit on showroom floors and make press headlines.
But Jake waltzes in with a duffel bag, a charming scowl, and code that responds like a living thing, and suddenly there’s momentum?
Harold turns slightly toward David Renner. “Let’s make the collaboration official. I want Thomas looped into deployment scenarios by the end of the quarter.”
Renner nods, pulling out his tablet and typing something in calmly.
Harold keeps going. “Assign someone to manage communications from our end. Cassie, take point. You’re familiar with the product and you’re uniquely positioned to evaluate whether it will scale within our field parameters.”
The words take a second to land.
I blink.
He just assigned me... to Jake’s project.
Not in a consulting way. Not in an advisory capacity.
As liaison.
I don’t react outwardly. Not here. But inside, I’m tangled in confusion.
He trusts me with this?
The same man who wouldn’t back my proposal to integrate micro-grid support in small-town hospitals is suddenly trusting me to manage an entire cross-division deployment?
Renner meets my eyes across the table. There’s no gloating. Just calm expectation. The way people view a task that has already been considered handled.
“I’ll arrange the logistics,” Renner says. “We’ll bring Thomas back in for a working session tomorrow. I’ll reach out to Matt Knight as well—he can give us context on the rural implementation Jake mentioned. They worked together last year.”
Matt? Of course. The Maple Ridge connection. Jake’s people. His roots.
“Noted,” I say simply, sliding my stylus back into its magnetic groove.
The conversation moves on. A slide presentation begins, and I tune out almost instantly.
I don’t hear much else, not really. I just sit there, arms crossed lightly, eyes fixed on the middle distance, trying to process the storm inside my chest.
I’m not threatened by Jake. That’s not it.
But I can’t pretend he didn’t surprise me yesterday. He didn’t ask for approval. Didn’t apologize for challenging assumptions. He came in, confident and clear, and put his system on the table like it spoke for itself.
And worse?
It did.
It’s been a long time since someone in a boardroom made me feel like I was playing catch-up. I don’t like that feeling. But I don’t hate it either.
It means he’s real. And now, for better or worse, he’s my project.
I glance down at my tablet. One unread message from Olivia—my friend from undergrad, now a consultant at a smaller health-tech startup on the coast.
The message preview reads: “So what’s this about you scrutinizing that Maple Ridge’s hotshot hacker? 👀”
I almost laugh. Almost.
No one else in this room has any idea what they’ve just done.
But I do.
And Jake?
He has no clue what he’s walking into tomorrow.

      ***The second I step out of the boardroom, I feel the weight of the polished doors swing shut behind me like a verdict. The air in the hallway is cooler, freer, but it doesn’t clear my head. My steps echo as I move toward the elevator, jaw clenched, thoughts still tangled in every word Harold said—and didn’t say.
“Let me guess,” a voice beside me says. “Dismissed again?”
I glance sideways. Ryan Chen, one of my senior project managers in the tech department, falls into step beside me. He's got that knowing look, tablet tucked under one arm, sleeves rolled to his elbows, glasses sliding slightly down his nose. Smart, loyal, and one of the few people here who actually listens.
“Dismissed as usual,” I mutter.
Ryan exhales, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t get it. Your proposal is airtight. We all know it works. The modeling alone was enough to convince half of us in Engineering last month.”
“Yeah, well. Not everyone in that room is interested in solving actual problems,” I reply, pressing the elevator button with more force than necessary.
He doesn’t say anything at first, just watches me as we step inside the car. As the elevator hums to life, he adds gently, “You know you’ve got support on our side. Even if Harold keeps playing the legacy game.”
Legacy. 
The word has started to feel like a lock I can’t pick. I nod, appreciative, but my thoughts are already drifting. My father doesn’t assign projects lightly. And he never assigns me to anything he actually thinks will fail. Which means he either believes this will work, or—more likely—he thinks I need a win. Something visible. Tied to a rising star like Jake.
A rising star who doesn’t ask for help, doesn’t smile much, and doesn’t need the Vance name to be heard.
Ryan keeps talking about UI updates for the diagnostics team, but I barely register it. I smile, nod, offer a few vague responses, but I’m not in the room anymore.
I’m back in that meeting, watching my father praise someone else. Watching Jake hold the room’s attention like it belonged to him.
I excuse myself once we hit the fifth floor. “I’ve got a few things to organize,” I lie, stepping out.
Ryan just nods, understanding that I need space. “Let me know if you want to rewrite that deployment pitch. Again.”
I give him a small wave and walk off, not to my office. Not to any place with glass walls and expectations. I head straight to the parking garage. I need air. And not the filtered kind pumped into every Vance hallway.
By the time I reach home, I’m exhausted—not physically, but in the way that comes from holding your breath all day. I drop my bag by the kitchen counter and toe off my heels. The familiar scent of lavender and lemon balm wraps around me like a blanket, thanks to the diffuser my mother insists on running.
“Cassie?” her voice drifts from the living room.
I move toward the sound and find her curled in her reading chair, book in hand, glasses slipping down her nose, as usual. Julia Vance is everything my father is not—warm, intuitive, emotionally available. Where he leads with power, she leads with patience.
“Hey, Mom,” I say, my voice softer than I expect.
She closes her book instantly and pats the chair across from her. “You’ve got that end-of-boardroom look.”
I sit, knees folding beneath me, and let myself lean into the cushions. “It was exactly what you’d expect,” I say. “They dismissed the rural proposal again.”
Her brow furrows. “Even after you updated it? What was the reasoning this time?”
I laugh, but it’s hollow. “Low return on infrastructure. Too idealistic. And I quote: ‘not scalable in the short term.’”
She sighs, brushing a hand across her knee. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. You work so hard. It’s not fair.”
“It’s not even that anymore.” I rub at my temple. “I’m just… tired of pushing for things that should matter. It’s like screaming into a soundproof room.”
She waits a moment, then asks, “Did your father say anything?”
“Oh, yeah,” I say, voice laced with sarcasm. “He said BridgeTech was promising. Called the founder’s approach ‘elegant.’”
Her eyebrows lift. “That’s high praise. From him.”
“Mm-hmm. And then he assigned me as liaison to Jake Thomas’s project.”
That gets her attention. “The same tech guy you were sparring with during the pitch?”
I nod. “The very one.”
There’s a beat of silence. She studies me, then smiles just slightly.
“What?” I ask, immediately suspicious.
She leans forward, resting her hands together. “What if this isn’t a punishment? What if this is the universe nudging you toward someone who can actually help you find your way?”
I scoff. “Mom.”
“No, listen,” she says, her tone playful but firm. “Maybe Jake is exactly what you need. Not just for the project—but for you. You’ve been trying to fix a broken system from the inside for years. Maybe this is a chance to do it differently. Maybe you need someone who challenges you.”
I stare at her. “You’re turning this into a rom-com.”
She shrugs. “Maybe your life needs one.”
I groan, but I can’t help smiling. Only my mother could turn a corporate insult into destiny with a straight face. Still, part of what she’s saying sticks. Jake did challenge me. And not in a smug, lazy way. He pushed back because he believed in what he was building. Because he believed it mattered.
I pull on a hoodie and grab my bag again.
“Where are you going?” she asks, amused.
“To clear my head. I need caffeine and neutral lighting.”
“Café therapy,” she says knowingly. “Text me when you get there.”

      ***Fifteen minutes later, I’m at F.R.I.E.N.D.S cafe, tucked into a booth near the back with my favorite chamomile latte in hand. It’s a quiet little place nestled between two tech offices and a used bookstore. Industrial lighting, soft music, and enough space between tables to pretend I’m not in the middle of a city that never shuts up.
I pull out my phone to text Olivia and and she slides into the booth with her usual grin.  
Blonde ponytail, oversized sweater, eyes full of curiosity.
“So. Spill.”
I laugh. “It’s been a week and it’s only Tuesday.”
“Oof. That bad?”
“I got shot down at the board meeting again. For the rural deployment plan.”
She groans in sympathy. “Same tired excuses?”
“Exactly. But the fun part?” I stir my latte, watching the foam swirl. “I’ve been assigned as liaison to the new golden boy. Jake Thomas.”
Her eyes go wide. “The Maple Ridge guy? The SecureBridge founder?”
“That’s the one.”
She sits up straighter. “He’s hot. Like, annoyingly hot. But also smart. You know that, right?”
“I’m not blind, Liv.”
“So what’s the problem?”
I pause, trying to find the right words. “He’s… solid. Confident. He challenged me without being a jerk. He actually knows what he’s talking about. And it’s frustrating, because part of me wants to write him off, and the other part is—”
“—already in chapter three of your enemies-to-lovers arc?” she offers helpfully.
I glare at her. “I’m serious.”
“So am I,” she says with a grin. “Cass, maybe this is your shot. Not just for work. For change. You’ve been stuck in neutral for too long. Jake could be the one who throws the wrench into your system—in the best way.”
I sip my latte, not answering. But the thought settles in my chest like a seed. Uncomfortable. Curious.
Jake Thomas.
Maybe Mom’s right.
Olivia leans her elbows on the table, eyes sparkling with that particular brand of mischief that always spells trouble. She sips her matcha slowly, deliberately, like she’s building suspense.
“I’ve heard,” she begins, voice low and conspiratorial, “this guy from a small town making big waves in the big leagues. This is how they talk about Jake Thomas.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Don’t.”
“Too late,” she says, smirking. “BridgeTech’s golden boy. Soft-spoken. Smart. Kind of broody. And did I mention... cute in that I-fix-your-firewall-and-then-your-heart kind of way?”
“And where did you get to see him to know that he’s cute? From what I know, he rarely visits and often helps remotely.” 
“Oh, about that. I happened to be in L.A.  for Matt Knight and Jenna’s joint venture, and this cute dude flashed on the livestream.” Olivia winks. 
I almost choke on my chamomile latte. “Okay, first of all—he’s not soft-spoken. He’s sarcastic. Second, that’s a ridiculous sentence. And third, we’re colleagues.”
“Liaison,” she corrects, tapping the table. “Which is corporate for ‘we’ll fall in love while trying to launch a pilot program together.’”
I let out a groan and sink a little deeper into my seat. “You’ve been reading too many slow-burn office romances.”
“Excuse you,” she says, pretending to be offended. “I’m all in for living through your office romance. I’m just the audience.”
“There’s no romance. There’s not even a hint of flirting. He barely made eye contact outside the pitch room.”
Olivia’s grin widens. “That’s how it starts. Next thing you know, you’re arguing about UI configurations over takeout and suddenly he’s reaching for your hand while you both debug a server in the middle of the night.”
I bury my face in my hands. “I can’t believe I called you.”
“You called me because you needed the truth,” she says, all mock-seriousness. “And here it is: you’re intrigued. You want to hate him, but he impressed you. Admit it.”
“I don’t want to hate him,” I admit slowly, lifting my head. “I just don’t trust easy. Especially not guys who get handed the kind of support I’ve been clawing at for years.”
Olivia nods, the teasing falling away a bit. “That part’s fair. But maybe this time, the guy actually earned it. Doesn’t mean you have to marry him. Just… don’t build walls before you know if you need them.”
I watch the steam rise off my cup, curling like a question mark.
She’s not wrong. Jake did earn respect in that room. He didn’t talk over anyone. He didn’t pander. He didn’t use charm as currency. He brought a product that worked and stood his ground.
But that doesn't mean I’m about to swoon over a guy just because he writes good code and has a decent jawline. Right?
Olivia nudges my ankle under the table. “You’re thinking about the jawline, aren’t you?”
I sigh. “I hate you.”
She grins. “You love me. And I expect real-time updates when this turns into something.”
“It won’t.”
“Sure,” she says with a wink. “That’s what all the heroines say. Right before chapter five.”
I shake my head, but I’m smiling now. Despite everything—my father’s indifference, the board’s dismissal, the weight of legacy pressing down on me like a name I never chose—this moment is light.
And it feels good.
We finish our drinks and watch the last of the sun fade from the café windows, the streetlights flickering to life outside. Olivia talks about her latest consulting project, and I let myself drift into her stories, grateful for the temporary escape.
But as I walk back to my car later, jacket pulled tight against the evening breeze, my mind wanders again—to Jake. To his steady voice in that pitch. The way he didn’t back down when I challenged him. The way he saw the flaws I pointed out and answered with confidence, not ego.
I’m not falling for him.
But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious.
And maybe curiosity is how everything starts.






  
  Chapter three
Jake

Terms & Conditions


I’m elbow-deep in code, hunched over the desk in my hotel room, watching the cursor blink like it’s mocking me. The UI framework I built last year—clean by back-end standards—is now driving me crazy. Not because it’s broken. Because it’s clunky.
Cassie wasn’t wrong.
She was too fast with that critique for it to be casual. She’d spotted it immediately, called it out like she had a user experience team whispering in her ear. But the worst part? She was right. My overlay works—it’s fast, efficient, secure—but it still looks like something from 2015. Hospital staff don’t need elegant, they need intuitive. And right now, my diagnostic interface feels like a user manual printed in code.
I squint at the screen and adjust a parameter, cleaning up the load-in menu. I’ve already spent two hours simplifying the alert tree and eliminating the confirmation redundancies. I should’ve done this months ago, but there was always something more urgent. Something easier to measure.
Now I can hear her voice in my head: “ER staff don’t have time to learn a new system.”
Fine. Message received.
I reach for my coffee—cold again—and check my phone. The group chat with the guys is blowing up.
Matt: Update - The contractor at the clinic finally arrived. Only two hours late. Derek: That’s early by local standards. Liam: Jake, you still alive out there? Or did Vance Corp convert you to the dark side? Ethan: I give him three days before he starts calling us “legacy infrastructure.” Ryan: He’s probably off debugging emotional vulnerability.
I grin and type a quick reply. Me: Still here. UI’s getting a facelift. Blame Cassie. Matt: Cassie Vance? Me: The one and only. Liam: She hot or just terrifying? Me: Yes. Derek: Oof. Slow burn confirmed. Me: Goodbye.
I toss my phone onto the bed and lean back, scrubbing my hands over my face. These guys are relentless—but they’re also grounding. I can build in any city, pitch to any room, but nothing feels real until it’s been dragged through that chat thread.
Stomach growling, I save my work and grab my jacket. The hotel lobby café is low-key, all clean marble and elevator music, which feels weirdly soothing after hours of screens. I order a sandwich and grab a seat by the window, just starting to breathe again, when my phone vibrates on the table.
New Email – Vance Corp Executive Admin Subject: BridgeTech Onboarding & Strategic Meeting – Confirmation
I open it fast.
Jake,
Thank you again for your time this week. Vance Corp would like to move forward with formal onboarding discussions for SecureBridge and associated diagnostic modules. You are invited to a strategic meeting tomorrow at 10:00 AM in Boardroom 3B. Please bring deployment notes and integration outlines. You will be meeting with Mr. Renner, VP of Strategic Ops, Ms. Cassie Vance of Advanced Tech Development, and Mr. Harold Vance, CEO.
Looking forward to the next steps,
Angela Chen
Executive Administrator – Vance Corp
I stare at the screen for a second. Advanced Tech Development. Cassie isn’t just an assistant or a high-level reviewer. She runs a division.
Of course she does.
I reread the line twice, trying to ignore the flutter in my chest that feels a lot like anxiety. Or adrenaline. Or some uncomfortable combination of both.
So this is happening.

      ***The next morning, I wear the only blazer I packed—a navy thing that doesn’t quite fit the shoulders—and take the elevator up to the 19th floor again. It’s a little easier today. I know where to stand. Know how long the badge takes to scan. I even smile at the digital receptionist.
Renner meets me outside the glass conference room, tablet in hand, sharp as ever.
“Mr. Thomas,” he says, extending a hand. “Glad to have you back.”
“Thanks,” I say, shaking it. “Appreciate the opportunity.”
He smiles politely. “Come on in.”
The room is already filling. Harold Vance stands at the far end, gray suit sharp against the backdrop of the skyline. Cassie is seated two chairs in from the head, eyes on her tablet, focused but alert. She doesn’t glance up as I enter.
Renner gestures toward a seat. “Let’s jump in.”
Once everyone settles, Harold starts. “Mr. Thomas, welcome. We’re pleased to begin integration talks. Your SecureBridge system demonstrated clear alignment with our field needs, especially with the coming rollout of our diagnostic care network.”
“Thank you, sir,” I reply, trying not to sound like I rehearsed that in the elevator.
“This meeting will serve as an alignment checkpoint,” Renner explains, “to outline scope, designate points of contact, and discuss resource allocation.”
He gestures to Cassie. “Ms. Vance will serve as our liaison and internal lead on integration. She’s the Director of Advanced Tech Development, overseeing deployment architecture and real-time analytics. She’s also led three successful AI-aided expansions across two continents and was part of the team that rebuilt our quantum server clusters last year.”
I blink. Okay. That’s a résumé.
Cassie finally looks up at me. No smirk. No cool detachment. Just that same sharp gaze from the pitch room, all calculation and curiosity.
“Mr. Thomas,” she says. “Glad to see you’re still here.”
“Still standing,” I say. “Though your UI notes hit harder than expected.”
A couple of execs chuckle lightly. Cassie’s mouth twitches like she’s holding back a smile.
“We’re assigning a joint task force,” she says, tapping her tablet. “You’ll work with our software analysts on performance stability while I oversee the sandbox deployment. My team will run stress tests, simulate remote usage environments, and flag any UX issues during live trials.”
“That works for me,” I say. “I’ll send over our current modules and access credentials today.”
“Good,” she replies. “We’ll evaluate based on ER load metrics and emergency deployment conditions.”
Harold nods. “We want this ready for real-time testing within sixty days. Our health sector partners are watching closely. We’re not interested in hypotheticals. We want proof.”
“You’ll have it,” I say, and I mean it.
The meeting rolls on, covering protocols, legal parameters, and pilot site options. But every few minutes, my attention drifts back to Cassie. The way she speaks—precise, commanding, but never performative. She knows exactly what she’s doing. No fluff. No ego. Just a brain that works at a pace you have to run to keep up with.
I should be intimidated. Maybe I am.
But also? I’m intrigued.
When the meeting wraps, Harold rises first. “We’ll reconvene next week. Renner, coordinate team syncs. Cassie, keep me posted.”
Everyone filters out in a slow wave. I gather my things, trying not to glance back at her.
As I reach the door, Cassie says without looking up, “You fixed the UI.”
I pause. Turn just slightly. “Still clunky. Less offensive.”
This time, she does smile. Just a little.
“Progress,” she says.
And somehow, that feels like the start of something.

      ***As we step out of the boardroom, the air feels noticeably lighter—probably just the absence of expectation, authority, and the heavy smell of cologne Harold Vance apparently considers a personality trait. I'm still mentally cataloging everything we agreed on when a woman in a sharp navy blouse approaches with a tablet tucked against her chest.
“Mr. Thomas,” she says, “I’m Celia Martin, Executive Liaison Assistant to Mr. Renner. I’ve been asked to escort you to the IT lab where you’ll be working for the next few weeks. Ms. Vance will accompany you to ensure system access is properly aligned with project parameters.”
Cassie gives a crisp nod beside me, fully professional and unreadable. “We’ve set up a clean test environment for your system, separate from live networks. We’ll install your toolset and start running simulations against our archived field logs.”
She doesn’t look at me like someone who’s annoyed by the assignment—or even slightly inconvenienced. She looks at me like a manager evaluating a resource, which I guess is what I am now. And I should be relieved by that. There’s a comfort in formality.
But part of me kind of misses the spark from the pitch room.
The elevator ride down is quiet. Cassie scrolls through something on her tablet while I resist the urge to adjust my shirt collar for the fourth time.
The IT lab is buried in the east wing, past two layers of keycard access and a biometric scanner that makes me wish I had fancier fingerprints. When the door unlocks, we step into a wide-open space full of adjustable workstations, dual-monitor setups, live dashboards glowing on mounted screens, and a subtle hum that could only come from a room constantly processing something smarter than most people.
It smells like ozone and innovation. I like it

      ***




OEBPS/cover.jpeg






