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Foreword

Thank you for coming back. Or for taking a chance on me if this is your first time here.
When I wrote Chasing Red, I had no idea what kind of reception it would get. The response has been overwhelming in the best possible way, and your enthusiasm is what pushed me to finish Casey and Olivia's story. 
If you loved watching Jo and Alex navigate their messy situation, I think you'll appreciate how Casey and Olivia handle theirs - though I promise the stakes are different when your company's infrastructure is melting down and the woman fixing it is the one who also makes your brain short-circuit.
◆◆◆
 
As always, if you make it to the end, I'd be incredibly grateful for an honest review. Your words fuel this indie author's late-night writing sessions and make all the difference.






Casey

Vincent is droning on about innovation.
Or is it disruption? Synergy? I lost the thread three buzzwords ago, which is probably bad form considering he’s the CEO. He stands on a makeshift stage at the front of the ballroom we’ve rented for the annual Cognitex Christmas party, bouncing on the balls of his feet with unbridled enthusiasm.
I can’t focus on a single word he’s saying.
I’m smack in the middle of the crowd, beer in hand, feigning engagement. But my attention is locked on the woman to his left.
The sparkle catches my eye first. It’s aggressive. A sequined assault on the senses. The plunging neckline. The cleavage. Christ. The thigh-high slit slashing up her dress. I’m gawking. I know I am. Forty-four years old and I’m gaping like a hormone-crazed teen, but I can’t pull the ripcord.
Wait.
I inhale. Focus on my drink. Glance back.
I know her.
I drag my gaze up - past the elegant neck, the sharp jawline, the light brown hair swept up in a fancy twist - and my heart stutters to a halt.
Olivia Cooper.
She wears the corporate crown with effortless grace. We used to be colleagues ten years ago. Back then, she was sharp, focused, and always juggling three projects while the rest of us struggled with one. She started as a cloud specialist and climbed so fast she left scorch marks on the ladder.
She’s always been attractive - I’m not blind. I see her around the office, sure: pass her in hallways, half-tune into her all-hands updates, watch her field questions. But this? This is seismic.
Vincent cracks a joke at his own expense, and she pivots, flashing a genuine, unguarded grin that crinkles her nose. It’s soft. Affectionate. Utterly disarming. Her whole face lights up, and my mouth goes dry.
Clearly, I haven’t really looked until now.
Fuck.
The crowd erupts into applause, jolting me back to reality.
I clap on autopilot, bottle clutched awkwardly against my palm. Around me, nods and smiles bloom; a few whoop as if Vincent just promised eternal free beer.
And now guilt crashes in.
Vincent’s a good guy. He founded Cognitex fifteen years ago with Ryan Pressler. In those days, the company was small enough that everyone knew your coffee order. We ate cold pizza at midnight and argued about system architecture until the sun came up. Vincent hired me when I was thirty and desperate for a role better than help desk support.
I doubt he remembers that now.
The applause dies down. People disperse, fragmenting into smaller clusters as conversations resume and the bartenders brace for the rush. Vincent is stepping down from the stage, shaking hands, that smile still in place.
But Olivia…
I scan the area where she was standing.
She’s gone.
I take a long pull from my beer and try to convince myself it doesn’t matter. I need to stop wondering things I have no business wondering.
Like whether her hair is as soft as it looks.
Or what she smells like up close.
Or where the zipper on that dress ends.
“Casey!”
I tear my eyes away from the stage to find Charlie Hollow weaving through the crowd toward me, a grin already in place. My manager - somehow both a decade younger than me and the first person in that role I haven’t wanted to strangle within six months. I’d follow him into a server fire. I have, technically.
“You’re here,” he says when he reaches me, sounding genuinely pleased. “I’m shocked.”
“You guilted me into it.”
“I suggested it might be good for visibility.” He’s still grinning. “You know, show your face, network, all that corporate bullshit you hate.”
“And here I am, visible.” I gesture at myself with my beer. “I even wore the suit.”
His eyes flick down, then back up, approving. “It’s a good look.” He pauses, searching for the right word. “Sharp.”
I resist the urge to tug at the lapels. A single, long ginger hair clings to the fabric near my shoulder. Byte. I spent ten minutes with a lint roller before I left the apartment, but the cat defies the laws of physics. He haunts me.
Still, the suit is new. I bought it specifically for tonight after the old one - the polyester nightmare I wore to both my brothers’ weddings and my aunt’s funeral - finally disintegrated at the seams.
Wearing it makes me feel like a fraud and a power player in equal measure. Some stupid part of me wanted to look… I don’t know. Put together. Like I belong here.
“Thanks,” I say, taking another pull from my beer to avoid whatever Charlie’s reading on my face.
“Told you it wasn’t so bad,” he says, elbow nudging my arm. “I’m glad you’re here. You should do this more often. You’ve been with the company longer than half of the leadership team.”
And yet they still don’t know my name.
I don’t say that. He’s had a rough week - back-to-back meetings, trying to prevent the end of the world in Q4, which in this company now means keeping the board from inventing a new OKR before lunch.
“Yeah, well,” I say instead. “Mission accomplished.”
“Casey!”
Another voice, younger this time. Jordan appears at Charlie’s elbow - our newest hire, three months in and still enthusiastic about everything. They’re wearing a button-down with tiny circuit boards printed on it.
Groundbreaking.
“Hey,” I say, because I’m nothing if not articulate.
“This is wild, right?” Jordan looks around the ballroom. “I’ve never been to anything like this.”
“Give it a few years,” I mutter. “The novelty wears off. Usually around the time the open bar closes.”
“Don’t listen to the grinch,” Audrey says, sliding into our circle with Simon behind her. “Casey’s been a cynic since before I got here, and that was six years ago.”
“Seven,” I correct.
“See? Cynic.” But she’s smiling.
Simon, for his part, is as uncomfortable as I am. His tie is crooked, and he keeps tugging at his collar like it’s actively strangling him. We make eye contact. He raises his drink in silent solidarity. I return the gesture.
“We should do a team photo,” Jordan says, already pulling out their phone. “Come on, this is historic. Casey’s wearing a suit. Audrey’s in a dress. Simon’s…”
“Suffering,” Simon supplies.
“Exactly. We need to document this.”
“Absolutely not,” I say.
“Come on…”
“No.”
Charlie’s laughing. “Leave her alone, Jordan. You’ll learn. Casey doesn’t do photos.”
“Wow,” I say, my voice devoid of emotion. “Your management style inspires loyalty.”
Audrey chokes on her martini. Simon’s shoulders shake with silent laughter. Even Jordan’s grinning.
“Try to have fun, yeah? That’s an order,” Charlie says, clapping me on the shoulder.
“You can’t order me to have fun.”
“I’m your manager. I can order you to do anything.”
“Pretty sure HR would disagree.”
He laughs and disappears into the crowd, Jordan trailing after him like an overexcited puppy. Audrey and Simon drift toward the bar, debating the risks of Monday’s patch release.
And just like that, I’m alone again.
The music shifts - louder now, a bass line designed to get people moving. The dance floor, which had been mostly empty during Vincent’s speech, comes alive. I nurse the last of my beer, leaning back against a pillar, and scan the crowd.
No blue dress. No sparkle catching the light.
Not that I’m looking.
It’s hard to reconcile the soft, nose-scrunching smile I saw earlier with the woman I know from work. I remember when she first started. There was this guy on the team, Mark-something. He called her “Livy” during a kick-off meeting. She’d smiled, polite as anything, and said, “It’s Olivia, thank you.”
He tried again a week later, clearly thinking his charm was irresistible. This time, she didn’t smile. She looked at him across the conference table - dead-eyed and terrifying - and said, “My name is Olivia. Do you think you can manage that, or do I need to draw a diagram?”
The room went so quiet you could hear the HVAC hum. A surge of deep, vicarious satisfaction coursed through me. Mark never called her Livy again.
I look down. The bottle’s empty in my hand. My team has scattered to the winds. The room is too warm, too crowded, too much. I’ve done my time. Showed my face. Charlie can’t complain.
I need air. And maybe a smoke.
I drop the bottle on a server’s tray and head for the doors, weaving through drunk coworkers. I pat my hip; the square outline of the cigarette pack is still there.
I don’t smoke much anymore, haven’t for years, really. I keep a pack on me for emergencies, and let’s be honest: this has been one extremely long emergency.
The cold hits me instantly; a sharp, biting December chill that cuts right through my suit jacket. It’s a relief. I breathe it in, letting it clear my head.
The terrace is empty. Thank the gods.
I let the door click shut behind me, muting the bass of the music to a muffled thud, and cross to the railing. The city spreads out below, all lights and distant traffic. It’s beautiful in an impersonal way—a million lives reduced to pinpricks of light. My apartment’s out there somewhere, with two cats probably screaming at each other over who gets the warm spot on the couch.
This view costs more than I’ll ever make. Floor-to-ceiling windows, executive offices.
I’m more comfortable in the basement.
It sounds worse than it is. I like it there. I like the server racks and the steady hum of cooling fans and the smell of warm electronics. I like knowing what every cable does and where it goes. The legacy system down there - the one everyone calls outdated, the one nobody else wants to touch - I built that. Well, me and two other engineers who’ve long since moved on to shinier things.
Fourteen years later, it still runs.
I shake out a cigarette and light it, cupping my hand against the wind. The first drag burns. I exhale slowly, watching the smoke dissipate into the night air.
The plan is simple: finish this, go back inside, nurse one more beer, and then I’m out. Home to Pixel and Byte.
Tonight is an aberration. A moment of temporary insanity brought on by a blue dress, flat lager, and the realization that I apparently can’t be trusted at social events.
I take another drag, letting the smoke curl out into the cold air.
Behind me, heels click against the stone.




Olivia

Smile. Nod. Make eye contact. Shift weight to the left foot before the right one goes numb.
I run the checklist automatically, a background process humming beneath the surface of my thoughts. A habit I picked up ten years ago - somewhere between my first promotion and my first panic attack.
Beside me, Vincent is vibrating. He’s talking about the future of Cognitex, his hands chopping the air to emphasize words like momentum and disruption, and I have to fight the urge to reach out and steady him. He’s been rehearsing this speech for three days. He practiced it on me in the elevator this morning, then again over coffee, and once more before we walked into the ballroom.
He cares so much. It’s his best quality, and also the reason I’m standing on a makeshift stage in four-inch stilettos, blinded by a spotlight that leaves nowhere to hide.
Vincent hired me ten years ago when I was hungry, ambitious, and convinced I could change the world. He saw something in me I wasn’t sure I saw in myself -the ability to translate my technical skills into leadership. He’s the one who promoted me into my first management role. He’s the one who said, You’re capable of more than you think, Olivia. Don’t limit yourself.
I didn’t always listen. But I’m grateful I did often enough.
He’s the one who called me at 2 AM three years ago, spiraling because the board was pushing for a restructure. He asked, “Am I still the right person to lead this company?” I talked him down over coffee in his kitchen while his wife slept upstairs.
We’ve survived a lot together. The good quarters and the terrible ones. The product launches that soared and the ones that crashed spectacularly.
“… and I want to thank every single person in this room,” Vincent is saying now, his voice carrying that earnest warmth that makes people want to follow him. “The future we’re building isn’t just about technology or market share. It’s about the people who show up every day and make it happen. You make it happen.”
My reflection flashes in the teleprompter. The dress was a risk. The deep blue sequins, the slit that climbs up my thigh - it’s a lot. When I bought it, I told myself it was a power move. If you sparkle bright enough, I reasoned, no one will notice you’re terrified.
I have a problem with sparkly things. Earrings, decorative pillows, fairy lights, anything that glitters. If it shimmers, I own three versions of it. This dress was inevitable the moment I saw it in the store window.
Now, standing in front of these people, I feel less like a power player and more like a disco ball.
Vincent cracks a joke - something self-deprecating about how he still doesn’t know how to use the office coffee machine - and the crowd erupts in laughter. Even I can’t help the smile that breaks through.
The knot in my chest loosens. I forget the crowd. I forget the heels.
He did good.
The speech ends, the applause washes over us, and then the real work begins. Stepping off the stage is like wading into a tide as I’m swept into a current of handshakes and small talk.
I activate the protocol. Warm smile. Firm handshake. Listen to the question, validate the asker, give a concise answer.
“Olivia, wonderful to see you!” Patrick beams, his tie slightly loosened.
“Patrick, hi. Love that tie.”
I do not love that tie. It is a paisley nightmare.
“Vincent’s vision for next year is inspiring. You must be excited about the roadmap.”
“We are. The team has done incredible work.”
I extract myself, but there is no downtime. Next up is Josie, who tells me about her daughter’s college applications. Then, Conner, who wants to share “quick feedback” from a major account. It is anything but quick.
Then someone whose name I should know - David? Daniel? - but the file is missing from my brain, so I compensate with extra warmth, extra eye contact, praying they don’t notice.
My battery is flashing red.
My feet have moved past pain into a dull, throbbing resentment. The noise level in the ballroom is climbing, voices layering over the music until it becomes a wall of sound. Someone laughs too loud. The lights are too bright. And the dress - it’s gorgeous, sure, but the slit feels precarious every time I move.
I’m on my fourth conversation - fifth? - when Ryan appears at my elbow.
Ryan Pressler. Co-founder. Board member. The “business guy” to Vincent’s technical vision.
“Liv.”
My name is Olivia. He knows this. I’ve corrected him enough times over the years to know he’s doing it on purpose - some weird power play I stopped trying to understand around year three. Now I just don’t respond to it.
“Hell of a speech from Vincent, huh? Though between you and me, I think we could use a little less sentiment and a little more talk about margins.”
I smile. It doesn’t reach my eyes, but Ryan isn’t looking at my eyes. “The sentiment is what keeps people here. Culture drives retention.”
“Sure, sure.” He takes a sip of his whiskey, dismissing the entire concept with two words. His gaze lingers on the sequins. The slit. “But seriously, Liv, do you ever take a night off? Go on dates? Pretty woman like you, always at the office…”
There it is. The quarterly reminder that I’m single - and apparently that’s his business.
“I’m doing fine, Ryan. But thank you for your concern.”
“I’m just saying…”
“Ryan.” Vincent appears at my other elbow, perfectly timed as always. “Didn’t you want to talk to Jenkins? I saw him by the bar.”
Ryan’s attention shifts. “Right, right. Good reminder.” He’s already turning away, our conversation forgotten.
After a beat, Vincent says, “You know, I keep hoping he’ll develop self-awareness. Like evolution. Any day now.”
“That would require self-reflection,” I say, watching Ryan retreat. “Don’t hold your breath.”
“Fair point.” He turns to me, and there’s mischief in his eyes. “So. Pretty woman like you. Always at the office.”
I give him a look. “Don’t you start.”
“I would never.” He holds up his hands in mock surrender. “Though I will say, you do work too much. I’m a terrible influence.”
“You’re not wrong.”
“Dance with me?” he asks. “We can both pretend we’re enjoying ourselves for five minutes.”
“Rain check? I need some air.”
What I need is one minute where I don’t have to be Olivia Cooper, CTO. One minute where I can just… breathe.
I spot the terrace doors across the room. They’re partially obscured by a towering Christmas tree, offering a stealthy exit route.
Target acquired.
I weave through the crowd, avoiding eye contact to prevent any new conversations from taking root. I slip behind the tree and push against the heavy glass handle.
The cold is shocking, sharp, and glorious against my overheated skin. I step out, letting the door click shut behind me, and take a deep breath, letting the air fill my lungs.
This is impractical - I’m in a dress with no coat, the temperature has to be in the low forties - but I’m too angry and too hot to care. Ryan’s voice is still echoing in my head, and the ballroom was suffocating, all those bodies and voices and lights, and I’ve been running hot for the past twenty minutes, anyway.
Hot flashes. Another delightful addition to my late thirties, arriving right on schedule like an uninvited guest at a party. My doctor assured me this is “perfectly normal,” using that cheerful tone doctors reserve for when something is your problem and not theirs.
The cold air is salvation. I don’t care that I will freeze in approximately three minutes. Right now, this is exactly what I need.
I walk toward the railing, grateful for the solitude.
The soft hiss of an exhale cuts through the wind.
I halt mid-step. I’m not alone.
Leaning over the railing, back to me, is a figure in a dark suit.
She turns at the sound of my heels, and my brain takes a fraction of a second to process the sight. Hazel eyes widen as they land on me. Dark hair, cut short, with a streak of electric blue woven in. I’m used to seeing her in hoodies, or behind a monitor, or sitting in the back row of all-hands meetings looking like she’d rather be anywhere else in the world.
But tonight…
“Casey?”
“Olivia.” She straightens, cigarette still between her fingers. “Hi.”
“Hi.”
Silence stretches between us, thick and awkward, but not uncomfortable. The wind whips around the corner of the building, blowing a lock of hair into my face. I brush it away, shivering as the adrenaline of the encounter fades, leaving only the cold.
Casey shifts her weight. She looks… good. The suit fits her perfectly.
She gestures with the hand holding the cigarette. “I can go. If you wanted to be alone.”
“No,” I say too quickly. “No. Stay. Please.”
She hesitates, then nods, leaning back against the railing. She brings the cigarette to her lips, takes a long drag. Her eyes never leave mine. She exhales, the smoke drifting toward me.
My gaze drops to the burning ember, then back to her face.
Casey catches the look. She arches a brow, a silent question, and extends the pack toward me. “Want one?”
My brain screams No. My doctor screams No.
“I quit,” I say. “Seven years ago.”
“Yeah.” Casey takes a long pull from the cigarette, exhaling a cloud of gray into the night air. A small smile plays at the corner of her mouth. “Me too.”
“But,” I add, taking a step closer. “I wouldn’t mind a drag.”
Casey hesitates. Her eyes drop to my mouth, then snap back up. For a second, I think she’ll refuse.
Then, wordlessly, she extends her hand.
I reach out. My fingers brush against her knuckles, and the warmth of her skin sends a shiver through me. I take the cigarette from between her fingers.
I bring it to my lips, tasting her warmth on the filter, and inhale.




Casey

I’m going to combust.
That’s the only logical explanation for what’s happening to my internal temperature right now. Spontaneous human combustion. It’s rare, but it happens. I read an article about it once. There was a documented case where…
Olivia’s lips close around the filter right over the spot where my mouth was. She inhales. The ember flares bright orange, illuminating the hollow of her cheek and the line of her jaw.
Her eyes flutter closed, neck arching back as she drags the smoke deep. For a second, she holds it. Then her lips part. The smoke ghosts out in a long, slow stream, curling past her ear to vanish into the wind.
I’ve forgotten how to breathe.
“Thank you,” she says, handing it back.
I take it. Try to act normal. Like I share cigarettes with beautiful women in evening gowns every day of the week.
“No problem.”
No problem?
I watched her turn a drag of a cigarette into soft-core porn, and I responded with all the seduction of an auto-reply.
I bring the cigarette back to my lips. The filter is damp. Warm.
Jesus Christ.
I take a drag to give myself something to do other than stare. It doesn’t help. The smoke tastes different now. Better.
“Here,” she says, reaching for it again.
I hand it over without thinking. Watch her take another pull, slower this time, savoring it. She shivers, a full-body tremor that she tries to suppress.
“I didn’t expect to see you here,” she says, handing it back and hugging her bare arms tight around herself. “You don’t usually come to these things.”
“They let me out of the basement for special occasions.”
To my surprise, she laughs.
It’s a genuine sound - breathless and bright - and it transforms her face. It’s the nose-scrunch smile again, audible this time.
I take the last drag, burning the cigarette down to the filter, and walk over to crush it into the stone urn near the door.
When I turn back, the laughter has faded into a violent shiver. She’s hugging herself so hard her knuckles are white, that dress doing absolutely nothing to keep her warm.
Two steps, and I’m shrugging out of my jacket. Two more, and I’m draping it over her shoulders.
The fabric swallows her. She’s tall, but I’ve got a few inches on her, and the jacket’s cut for my frame, not hers.
She looks…
Don’t say adorable. Don’t you dare say adorable.
She looks up at me, her hands clutching the lapels to pull the warmth closer.
“Casey,” she breathes. “You’ll freeze.”
“I’m fine,” I lie.
To prove it - because I’m an idiot with a death wish - I roll up my sleeves. First the right, then the left, exposing my forearms.
The ballroom light illuminates my circuit board tattoo. Black and grey lines tracing up my left arm in intricate patterns: resistors, capacitors, logic gates flowing from my wrist to my elbow, disappearing under the rolled fabric.
Olivia’s gaze drops to it.
“I forgot about this,” she says. There’s an unfamiliar note of wonder in her voice.
Before I can respond, she reaches out. Her finger hovers before it makes contact.
I stop breathing.
She traces one of the pathways. She starts at a transistor near my wrist, her fingertip following the black line up through a complex series of logic gates. The path branches, splitting into parallel circuits that wind around my forearm like vines of copper and silicon.
Her touch is featherlight. She’s studying it like a schematic, her head tilted, following the flow of the design with an intensity that nearly buckles me.
My pulse is hammering in my wrist, right where her finger started. The heat of her touch seeps into the ink. Every nerve ending in my arm has woken up and decided to stage a violent revolt.
She follows another path - looping around, doubling back through a series of resistors, climbing higher toward my elbow. Her finger drags slightly - not quite a caress, but close enough that my brain goes offline.
“It’s beautiful,” she murmurs. Her finger pauses on a junction point where three pathways converge into a central processor.
“Is this…?” She looks up at me, and her eyes are wide. Searching.
“The architecture,” I manage, my voice wrecked. “The original Legacy build.”
“I remember seeing this,” she says softly, “when I joined. You had the line work done, but not all the shading yet.”
She remembers…
“Yeah. Finished it that year. Took three sessions.”
“It must have hurt.”
“Worth it.”
Her gaze draws back to the tattoo, tracing another path with her eyes this time. I’m absurdly disappointed.
This is a problem.
A significant, escalating problem.
Her touch on my skin shouldn’t be a live current. Her breath visible in the air between us shouldn’t make me hyper-aware of how close we’re standing. The scorching intensity of her focus shouldn’t be doing things to my pulse that are probably medically concerning.
“Casey?”
I blink. She’s watching me now, concern flickering across her face.
Say something, you disaster.
“Sorry,” I manage. “Brain’s lagging.”
The lie tastes bitter. My brain is moving at hyperspeed, and every thought leads back to the shape of her mouth. “So,” I say, and immediately regret my life choices. “How have you been?”
I want to punch myself in the face.
A subtle shadow falls over her face. The openness that was there a second ago closes. Not completely, but enough. Her shoulders straighten beneath my jacket. Her hand drops from the lapel.
“Busy,” she says, and her voice has a polished edge. The CTO is back. “You know how it is. End of year. The usual chaos.”
The warmth that was building between us cools faster than the air around us.
Fuck. Wrong question.
I scramble for something, anything, to break through the corporate wall that slammed down between us.
“So that’s how the curse works,” I say, aiming for levity but landing closer to desperate. “The dress stays, but Cinderella turns back into the CTO?”
Her eyebrows lift, and for a moment, I think I’ve made it worse.
Then the corner of her mouth quirks. “Cinderella?”
“I mean…” I gesture vaguely at the dress peeking out from under my jacket, then at the empty terrace. “You have the gown. You have the dramatic midnight escape. I’m just checking if I need to keep an eye out for pumpkins.”
The quirk becomes a smile. It reaches her eyes, melting the ice that had started to form.
“No pumpkins,” she says, her voice losing that polished edge. “And the glass slippers are currently killing me, so if I lose one, you can keep it.”
I laugh. She laughs with me, and just like that, we’re back.
I’d forgotten this about her. The quick wit, her deft ability to turn a moment with a few words.
It reminds me of the Olivia from ten years ago, the one who wore a titanium ring with a subtle rainbow inlay on her thumb. Some guy whose name I’ve forgotten asked her what it was one day while looming over her desk.
“Mood ring,” she’d said, not looking up from her monitor.
“Oh, yeah? What’s your mood?”
She’d glanced at him, expression deadpan. “Uninterested.”
He’d laughed nervously, unsure if he’d been insulted, and walked away. I’d caught her eye across the bank of desks, and she’d given me the smallest smirk, like we were sharing a private joke.
We were, in a way.
“What?” Olivia asks now, dragging me back to the present.
“Nothing,” I say, shaking my head. “You always had the best comebacks.”
“Did I?” A flicker of pleasure lights her expression. She’s surprised I remember.
“You were the sharpest person in the room. Still are.”
She shakes her head, a lock of hair falling over her eyes. She tucks it back with a hand hidden inside my oversized sleeve. “I was faking it half the time. I still am.” She pauses, studying me. “You never faked it, though.”
I snort. “I didn’t have to. Nobody pays attention to the person crawling under the desks to fix the cabling.”
Shit.
I meant it as a joke, but the words hung heavy in the silence.
Because it’s true. Not the part about the cabling - I do a hell of a lot more than that. But the invisibility part. The being-overlooked part.
I tried in the early days. Applied for senior positions. Went after promotions. Sat through interviews where they’d nod along, impressed by my technical knowledge, my years of experience, the fact that I’d built half their infrastructure from scratch. Then they’d hire someone with an MBA who talked a good game in PowerPoint.
After the third or fourth time, I stopped trying. Told myself I liked where I was. That I didn’t need the title or the corner office or the extra responsibility that came with management.
Most days, I even believe it.
“I don’t know about that,” Olivia says, her voice slicing through my internal pity party. She’s watching me over the rim of the jacket collar, a mischievous glint in her eye.
“If you were crawling under my desk,” she says dryly, “I’m pretty sure I would have noticed.”
The words hang in the cold air for exactly one second.
Then the implication hits us both at once.
My mouth goes dry.
Olivia’s eyes widen. The mischievous glint vanishes, replaced by a sudden, horrified realization of what she just implied. A flush starts at her neck and races up to her cheeks, visible even in the dim light.
My brain has turned into a smoking crater where coherent thoughts used to live.
Under her desk.
I shove that thought into a box and set it on fire.
“I meant…” She stammers, losing her composure for the first time all night. “Oh, my God,” she mutters, burying her face in the lapel of my jacket. “I am going to jump off this terrace.”
“Well,” I manage, “then you’d really turn into a pumpkin.”
Smooth, Casey. Real smooth.
She peeks out from the jacket, face still flushed. “That’s not funny.”
“Little bit funny.”
She makes a sound somewhere between a groan and a laugh, then drops her forehead against my shoulder. The weight is unexpected. Solid. Warm. I freeze. I’m afraid to move, afraid to breathe, terrified I’ll spook her.
The world narrows to that single point of contact. I keep my hands strictly at my sides, fists clenched, fighting the overwhelming urge to smooth a hand down her back.
“We’re never speaking of this again,” she mumbles into the fabric.
“Speaking of what?”
“Exactly.” Her voice carries a sheepish smile.
She straightens up, pulling away enough to look at me, but doesn’t step back.
I hold her gaze, keeping my expression neutral, pretending I haven’t indexed the mental image of her leaning back in an executive chair, those heels hooked on the edge of the seat, my hands on her thighs.
We might never speak of it again. But I’m going to be thinking about it until the day I die.




Olivia

I should go back inside.
The thought surfaces for the third time in as many minutes, and for the third time, I ignore it.
Casey’s jacket is heavy around my shoulders, smelling faintly of motor oil and old grease mixed with a woodsy undertone. It’s a surprising combination - gritty and grounded.
My shivering has stopped, cocooned in her warmth, but my feet are a different story. The cold is seeping up through the soles of my heels, numbing my toes.
Music drifts out from the ballroom. A slow, jazzy tune, muffled by the glass, but still audible. My body has picked up the rhythm without asking permission, a gentle rock that’s supposed to keep the blood flowing.
I sneak a glance at Casey.
She’s leaning against the railing, ankles crossed. Her eyes, dark and unreadable in the shadows, track my sway.
I move a little more deliberately, pretending the music is the only thing I’m thinking about. Pretending my face isn’t still burning.
Casey’s gaze drops to my feet, then travels back up to my face. A crooked smile tugs at her lips.
“Dance with me, Princess,” she says, extending a hand.
The word lands in my chest and detonates.
My heart stops. Then restarts at twice its normal speed.
Princess.
No one has ever called me that. Not once in thirty-nine years. I’ve been ‘Boss,’ ‘Ma’am,’ ‘Liv,’ ‘Ollie,’ even ‘Bitch.’ But never Princess.
My hand moves on its own, reaching out to meet hers.
Her fingers close around mine - warm, callused, strong - and she pulls me closer. My other hand finds the slope of her shoulder. Her free hand slips beneath the open front of the jacket, settling firmly at my waist.
The fabric of my dress is thin - practically nothing - and the heat of her palm burns right through it. Direct contact. Skin separated by only a whisper of silk.
I forget how to breathe.
We find the beat. It’s not a formal dance, just a slow, rhythmic sway on the cold stone. Casey takes the lead. She’s a solid wall against the wind, her movements small and contained, forcing me to step into her space.
My knees bump against her thigh. She doesn’t pull back. She holds me tighter, her thumb brushing a slow arc over the dress.
I stop fighting gravity. I let my head drop against the solid curve of her shoulder. My hand slides to the back of her neck, fingers curling into the short hair at her nape. I lean into the warmth, letting it seep in. Casey tilts her head until her cheek rests against my temple.
She draws our clasped hands in, tucking them into the small space between our bodies. It pulls me flush against her, chest to chest. Her heartbeat thrums against my palm, but it’s the back of her hand that undoes me. Her knuckles graze the bare skin of my chest - rough warmth against sensitive skin - resting dangerously close to the drop of my neckline.
The wind is still whipping around the corner of the building, biting at my ankles and stinging my cheeks, but tucked inside her jacket, with her hand resting just above my heart, the rest of me is warm.
For the first time in - God knows how long - the checklist in my head goes blank. No roadmaps. No stakeholders. No imposter syndrome. Just the cold air, the steady rise and fall of her chest, and a quiet so profound I want to live in it.
The metal latch of the terrace door clicks, a sound as loud as a gunshot in the silence.
The hand at my waist goes rigid, then drops away, scorched.
“Olivia? You out here?”
Vincent.
Reality comes rushing back in a wave of cold air and panic.
I take a step back, putting distance between us. The loss of her body heat is immediate, a physical ache that ripples through me. I wrap Casey’s jacket tighter around me, clutching the lapels as if they were a lifeline.
“I’m here,” I call out. My voice sounds rough, unsteady.
I turn my head toward the door, but my eyes stay locked on Casey. She’s standing rigid, hands in her pockets, her expression carefully blank. But her eyes are dark, blown wide, and fixed on me.
Vincent steps onto the terrace, letting a spill of light and noise escape before the door swings shut behind him.
“There you are,” he says, sounding relieved. “I thought you’d made a run for it.”
He stops, his eyes adjusting to the dark. He spots Casey.
“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t realize you had company.”
“Just getting some air,” I say, and it comes out too fast. Too defensive.
Vincent’s gaze flicks between us. It lands on the oversized jacket engulfing my frame - clearly not mine - then jumps to Casey, shivering in her dress shirt. His expression shifts, but he doesn’t comment. Thank God for Vincent.
“Well,” he says easily, “I hate to interrupt, but I got worried.”
“Right. Of course.”
I glance at Casey, and it physically hurts to look away. I move to shrug out of the jacket, but she steps forward, hand raised to stop me. She doesn’t touch me, but the gesture is enough.
“Keep it,” she says. Her voice is low, rough around the edges. “You’ll freeze on the walk back. You can return it at the office.”
“At the office,” I repeat, the words tasting strange on my tongue, like I need to confirm that there will be a later. That this wasn’t a hallucination.
“Yeah.” Her eyes hold mine, dark and steady. “Next week.”
Vincent shifts beside the door, and I remember he’s there. Still waiting. I make myself turn toward him, pulling the jacket tighter around me.
“Some fairy godmother you are,” I mutter under my breath, glancing at Vincent.
He doesn’t hear it - or pretends not to. He holds the door open, waiting.
I pause at the threshold, glancing back one more time. Casey’s still standing there, hands in her pockets, watching me go.
Vincent follows my gaze, squinting into the darkness. “Remind me who…?”
“Casey,” I say, steel threading through my voice. “Casey Hobbs, Infra. She’s been here fourteen years, Vincent.”
He blinks, and I watch the recognition dawn. Then a flicker of unease - guilt, maybe. Or shame.
“Right. Of course. Casey.” He nods toward her. “Good to see you.”
Casey nods back, but says nothing.
The warmth from the ballroom hits me as we step inside, but I am colder than I was on the terrace.
Vincent walks beside me, mercifully silent. He knows better than to ask questions I’m not ready to answer. It’s one of the things I love about him - he reads people, knows when to push and when to let things breathe.
“Take your time,” he says when we reach the edge of the crowd. “I’ve got things covered.”
“I’m fine.”
He gives me a look that says he knows exactly how fine I am, but he doesn’t argue. He squeezes my shoulder and disappears into the throng.
Execute reboot sequence.
Warm smile. Professional tone. Posture straight.
Olivia Cooper, CTO, back online.
I slip the jacket off my shoulders, draping it over my arm, holding it carefully, possessively, like someone might try to take it.
Jacob from Marketing spots me and waves me over. He’s telling a story about his kid’s school play, something about a costume malfunction. I laugh at the right moments. Nod sympathetically.
My mind drifts. The weight of Casey’s jacket anchors me. The ghost of her hand is still warm at my waist.
“… don’t you think, Olivia?”
I blink. Refocus. “Sorry, what?”
Jacob laughs good-naturedly and repeats whatever I missed.
Tina pulls me into her conversation circle next. Holiday plans. Recommendations for restaurants downtown. Someone’s getting married in the spring.
I exchange the required pleasantries while my fingers adjust the jacket, smoothing the fabric. Part of me is still on that terrace, swaying to music I could barely hear, more present than I had been in months.
Princess.
My gaze drifts toward the terrace doors. They’re closed. Dark. Empty.
Tina is talking about her sister’s wedding venue. I nod at what I hope is the right time, but I’m replaying the moment she pulled me close. How solid she felt. How quiet everything got. How my body responded. No thinking. No calculating. Just moving with her.
The jacket grows heavier on my arm. I shift it and catch a faint trace of her scent. Motor oil. Smoke.
How long were we out there? Ten minutes? Fifteen? It felt like both an eternity and no time at all.
Someone asks about my plans for the break. I mention visiting family, and the conversation moves on without me really participating.
My eyes find the terrace doors again. Still empty.
Eventually, I’ve had enough. I make my excuses and slip away before anyone else can pull me into another discussion about Q1 goals.
I find Vincent in a quieter corner near the windows, nursing a glass of whiskey, watching the party from a distance. He sees me approaching, and his expression softens.
“Heading out?”
“Yeah. I’m done.” I don’t elaborate. I don’t need to.
He sets his glass down and pulls me into a brief, solid hug. The kind that says I see you. I know tonight was a lot; you did well.
“Get some rest. You earned it.”
“You too. Don’t stay too late.”
“I’ll try.” He smiles, but we both know he’ll be here until the last person leaves, making sure every intern has a cab and every manager is heard. That’s Vincent.
I leave him there, watching over his creation, and head for the exit.
At coat check, the attendant retrieves my wool coat - a sleek, camel-colored cashmere trench. I take it, but I don’t put it on.
Instead, I slide my arms back into Casey’s jacket. It’s too big, the shoulders swallowing mine, the sleeves hanging past my wrists. I drape my coat over my arm, push through the revolving doors, and step out into the night.




Casey

I am a rational adult. I pay my taxes, I maintain a legacy server infrastructure that holds up an entire company, and I know how to strip a carburetor blindfolded.
I am famously risk-averse. I don’t gamble, I don’t cross against the light, and I certainly don’t ask women to dance with me. My standard operating procedure at parties is to find the nearest exit or the open bar, usually in that order.
Saturday night was an aberration - a system error. For twenty minutes, I stepped out of my body and became someone smoother, bolder, and significantly stupider.
I am also not the kind of person who stalks the executive floor elevator banks on a Tuesday morning.
And yet, here I am.
I spent Sunday trying to exorcise the memory of her head on my shoulder by burying myself in the garage. I took Ethel apart - my 1974 Honda CB550, the love of my life and the source of all my financial ruin. She’s a temperamental old lady who requires constant attention and occasional threats, but when she runs, she purrs. I replaced the spark plugs, cleaned the carburetor, and adjusted the timing. Methodical work usually clears my head.
It didn’t.
I scrubbed the grease from my hands until my skin was raw, went back upstairs, and found Pixel sitting on my laptop keyboard like a furry paperweight of judgment.
“Move,” I told him.
He yawned, showing me all his teeth, and refused to budge.
Byte was sprawled on the couch, his orange bulk taking up twice the space physics should allow. When I tried to sit down, he gave me a look that said I live here, too, lady, and went back to sleep.
I gave up. Drank a beer. Stared at the wall.
Sleep was a joke. I lay in bed, burning a hole in the ceiling, replaying every second of that terrace encounter. Around 2 AM, Pixel decided the best place to sit was directly on my face.
I shoved him off. He came back. I shoved him off again. He meowed and settled on my chest instead, his seventeen pounds of feline judgment making it hard to breathe.
Byte, not to be outdone, claimed the space behind my knees, trapping me in an awkward position that guaranteed I’d wake up with a crick in my neck.
I gave up on sleep around 5 AM. Made coffee. Fed the demons, who acted like I’d been starving them for weeks despite eating six hours ago.
Monday was a wash. I spent the entire day jumping every time my email pinged, expecting a polite “I have your property; please retrieve it at your earliest convenience” message.
I got to the office early, before most of the team arrived. The basement was quiet, just the steady hum of servers and the occasional click of cooling fans. My domain.
Audrey and Simon had claimed the conference room by 9 AM, running through the final checklist for tonight’s patch release. I could hear them through the door. They had it handled. They always did.
Charlie stopped by mid-morning, tablet in hand, looking harried.
“How was your weekend?”
“Fine,” I said too quickly.
He looked up, eyebrow raised, but didn’t push. “Okay. Well, shout if you need anything.”
I turned back to my monitor, pulling up diagnostic logs I didn’t really need to check, and jumped when my email pinged.
Facilities: HVAC maintenance scheduled for Thursday.
I closed it.
Jordan appeared around noon, hovering at the edge of my desk.
“Hey, Casey? Do you have a minute?”
I almost said no. Important work. Critical logs. Definitely not refreshing my email every thirty seconds.
“Sure,” I heard myself say. “What’s up?”
They brightened. “I’m trying to understand the routing logic for the failover protocol, but the documentation is…”
“Nonexistent?”
“I was going to say ‘sparse.’”
“It’s nonexistent,” I said. “What do you need to know?”
They pulled up a chair, opened their laptop, and started walking through their questions. Normally, I’d give them the thirty-second version and send them on their way. But today, I found myself explaining it. Drawing diagrams on a piece of paper. Showing them where the redundancies lived, how the failover triggered, why we’d designed it that way fourteen years ago.
“Oh,” they said, eyes lighting up with understanding. “That’s brilliant.”
“It works,” I said, but a spark of pride warmed my chest.
“Why isn’t this documented anywhere?”
“Because the two people I built it with left, and no one else asks how the engine works as long as the car runs.”
Jordan looked at me like I’d just told them we’d been running the company on duct tape and prayers. Which, to be fair, wasn’t entirely inaccurate.
“I could help,” they offered. “If you wanted. Document it, I mean. So it’s not just… in your head.”
I studied them for a second. Eager. Genuine. Just wanting to learn.
“Yeah,” I said. “Okay. That’d be good.”
They grinned, closed their laptop, and headed back to their desk, already making notes.
I turned back to my monitor. And jumped when my email pinged again.
IT Support: Ticket closed - printer issue resolved.
Are you kidding me?
The rest of the day dragged. Every notification made my heart rate spike. Every footstep in the hallway made me look up.
By 5 PM, I’d accomplished exactly nothing except running the same diagnostic three times and explaining legacy architecture to Jordan.
Still no message from Olivia.
Tuesday morning started the same way Monday ended: badly.
I’d banned the cats from the bedroom. A preemptive strike against another night of Pixel using my face as a mattress and Byte treating my legs like a climbing wall. They expressed their displeasure by staging a protest outside the door.
Pixel yowled. Byte threw himself against the wood with the force of a small battering ram. They took turns, tag-teaming me in shifts, ensuring I got approximately forty-five minutes of sleep in fifteen-minute increments.
Eventually, I gave up and opened the door.
Pixel strutted in like he’d won a war, jumped on the bed, and immediately fell asleep on my pillow. Byte followed, curled up in the center of the mattress, purring so loudly I’m pretty sure the neighbors could hear it.
I lay there in the dark, retracing the cracks in the ceiling, and tried to be rational about this. Maybe the cold had scrambled my brain, and I’d imagined the whole thing.
Except… the sensation was still there, the lingering echo of her nails skimming the nape of my neck before sliding into the short strands.
I groaned and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. I’m losing my goddamn mind over nothing.
And now it’s Tuesday. My patience has frayed, and I want my damn jacket back. At least, that’s the lie I’m telling myself as the elevator dings and the doors slide open to the executive floor.
The air up here is thin. It smells of ambition and expensive espresso. The carpet is plush enough to silence my boots. The walls are all glass, exposing the city skyline on one side and the fishbowl offices of the C-suite on the other.
I feel exposed. A smudge of grease in a pristine white room.
I keep my head down, dodge a group of people, and head toward the corner office. I know where it is. Everyone knows where it is.
I stop about ten feet away, intending to just march in, knock on the door frame, and demand my property.
Then I see her.
The glass walls of her office are clear, offering zero privacy, a nightmare for someone like Olivia. She’s sitting at her desk, absorbed in three different monitors, a headset around her neck. She is impeccable - hair sleek, blouse crisp, posture perfect.
But she’s not working.
One hand is braced on the desk, fingers tapping a restless cadence. The other is holding a pen she’s clicking. On. Off. On. Off.
My brain, traitor that it is, pulls up the memory of her voice on the terrace. If you were crawling under my desk, I’m pretty sure I would have noticed.
My gaze flicks to the desk, then to the glass walls.
With these sightlines, everyone would notice.
Unless…
The desk has a modesty panel. A thin shield of mahogany against a fishbowl world.
The image flares to life, uninvited and vivid. Me, curled in the small space, shielded by nothing but that panel and Olivia’s composure. The office buzzing inches away, oblivious, while she sits there clicking that pen, her heel hooked over the rung of her chair…
Jesus Christ.
I have to physically shake my head to dislodge the thought. I force my gaze away from the space under her desk and back to Olivia.
She stops clicking the pen. She lets out a long sigh, shoulders slumping a fraction. She spins her chair, turning away from the screens.
And there it is.
My jacket is draped over the back of her ergonomic chair. It looks absurd. A rough beast invading a palace.
Time slows down.
Olivia leans back, letting the chair tilt, until the back of her head finds the dark bundle of fabric. She doesn’t just rest against it; she turns into it.
The tension drains out of her neck. Her chin lifts, exposing the long line of her throat, and she presses her cheek against the collar.
She takes a deep breath. Her chest expands, holding it before letting it out in a long, shuddering exhale. Her hand comes up blindly. Fingers find the lapel, tracing the stitching before curling into the fabric, gripping it tight.
I came here ready to make a dry joke about lost and found, grab my gear, and retreat to the basement. I came here assuming she’d forgotten about it - or worse, forgotten about me.
The anger evaporates, replaced by a confused, heavy thud in my chest. I don’t know exactly what this means. But I know I can’t walk in there.
I step back into the hallway, silent as a shadow, leaving her to it.
Keep it, I think. I can wait.




Olivia

I close my office door and lean against the glass, closing my eyes.
Breathe.
The executive alignment meeting was a disaster. Two hours of circular arguments about Q1 headcount, three veiled insults from Ryan, and a slide deck that refused to load. My head is pounding - a rhythmic throb behind my left eye that usually signals I need caffeine, ibuprofen, or a new career.
I push off the door and walk to my desk.
And there it is: the anomaly.
Casey’s jacket hangs on the back of my chair, just where I left it this morning. And yesterday. And the day before.
It’s been four days.
I glare at it. A dark accusation in the middle of my office.
Monday was supposed to be the day. I brought it in on a hanger, fully intending to walk down to her floor at 9:00 AM and hand it over with a polite, “Thank you, this saved my life.”
Simple. Professional. Done.
But then I walked into a crisis in progress.
The Asia-Pacific server migration - the one we’d been planning for five months - hit a critical snag. Sherry was already on a call with the Singapore team when I arrived, her expression grim. Data replication wasn’t completing. Latency was spiking. Clients were noticing.
I dropped my bag, hung the jacket on my chair, and dove in.
By 10:00 AM, I was on my third video call, walking through packet traces with Diana’s security team while simultaneously reviewing Sherry’s rollback plan. Vincent needed me to weigh in on whether we should abort the migration entirely or push through - millions of dollars and client trust hanging in the balance.
I made the call: push through, but with a contingency. I looped in the team for additional monitoring of the gateway, reassigned resources, and sent fourteen emails in rapid succession, each one a carefully worded directive that couldn’t afford ambiguity.
By noon, we’d stabilized. By 2:00 PM, the migration was complete. By 3:00 PM, I was reviewing post-mortems and documenting lessons learned for the next quarterly review.
Then Vincent appeared in my doorway, tablet in hand. “I know you’re buried, but I need your eyes on the board pitch deck. Ryan’s pushing back on the technical roadmap section, and I need someone who can tell me if his concerns are valid or just Ryan being Ryan.”
I pulled up the deck. Reviewed his proposed changes. Three of them were cosmetic - word choices that sounded flashier but meant less. Two were actively wrong, misrepresenting our infrastructure capabilities in ways that would come back to bite us the second a client asked for a stress test.
I rewrote those sections, added supporting data to back up the reality, and sent it back with annotations.
Another hour gone.
At 5:00 PM, my phone buzzed. It was Legal. Michelle from compliance flagged an issue with our data retention policies - something about new EU regulations that affected how we handled client financial records. Could I review the technical specifications and confirm our current architecture was compliant?
I pulled up the documentation. Cross-referenced it with the regulations. Realized we had a gap. Not critical, but significant enough to address it before the next audit cycle. I drafted a response, looped in Diana for the security implications, and scheduled a follow-up meeting.
By the time I looked up, the city lights were on, the cleaning crew was vacuuming the hallway, and it was 8:30 PM.
I glanced at the jacket on the back of my chair. Too late, I’d told myself. I’ll do it tomorrow.
Then came Tuesday.
The day started fine. Good, even. I had one-on-ones with my direct reports - productive conversations about priorities, roadblocks, wins. Sherry was energized after Monday’s successful migration. Diana had good news about the security audit timeline. Jake was… Jake, but manageable.
Then, Ryan sent an email.
Subject: Thoughts on Tech Strategy
It was a masterpiece of passive-aggressive corporate bullshit. Three paragraphs of preamble about “alignment” and “vision,” wrapping a shiv: a suggestion - framed as a friendly nudge - that we bring in an outside consulting firm.
Translation:
I don’t trust you to do your job.
He cc’d Vincent.
I read that email twice, my blood pressure spiking so hard the silence of the office roared in my ears. I clicked my pen, trying to bleed off the rage before I threw something through the glass wall.
And then I saw the jacket.
My hand moved on its own, fingers tracing the lapel before gripping the fabric tight, anchoring me. I pressed my cheek against the collar, breathing it in like oxygen, letting the scent reset my nervous system.
It was unprofessional. It was pathetic.
It worked.
Wednesday, I didn’t even pretend.
Diana stopped by at 9:00 AM, closing my door behind her with more force than necessary.
“I need to vent,” she said, dropping into the chair across from my desk.
“Jake?”
“Jake.” She rubbed her temples. “He reviewed the security protocol documentation - the one I wrote - and sent it back with comments explaining what two-factor authentication is. To me. The Head of Security.”
“Did you respond?”
“I thanked him for his input and ignored every comment.” She smiled thinly. “Professionally.”
“That’s why you’re better than I am.”
“I’m also not his boss.” She paused, her expression turning serious. “Are you going to do anything about him?”
I wanted to. God, I wanted to. But Jake was careful. He never crossed lines in ways I could document. Never quite bad enough to justify action. Just a constant, grating presence that made every woman on the tech team work twice as hard.
“I’m managing it,” I said, which we both knew was code for I’m documenting everything and waiting for him to hang himself.
Diana left unsatisfied but understanding.
Then Jake appeared at 10:30, leaning against my doorframe with a coffee cup in hand.
“Just wanted to let you know I’m wrapping up early today,” he said. “Getting a head start on the holiday. Last day in the office until January.”
Lucky you.
“Thanks for the heads up,” I said, not looking away from my monitor. “Have a good break.”
He was gone by noon. I watched him leave from my window, envying his ability to just… disconnect. To be that mediocre and that confident simultaneously. It must be so restful.
At 2:00 PM, my phone rang. Mom. For the tenth time this week.
I stared at the screen for three rings, debating, before answering.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Olivia, honey, I just wanted to confirm. When will you arrive?”
“I’m planning to drive up on the 24th.”
“Christmas Eve?” Her voice climbed an octave. “But why so late? Why not come earlier? You have the time off, don’t you?”
Because I have a company to run. Because I can’t just disappear for a week. The thought of spending more than 48 hours in that house makes me nauseous.
“I have some things to wrap up at work first,” I said instead.
“Mhm. You always do.” There was a note of hurt in her voice, sparking guilt and defensiveness in equal measure. “Your father and I barely see you anymore.”
“I know, Mom. I’m sorry. But I’ll be there for Christmas.”
“And you’re staying for a couple of days?”
“Yeah.”
A pause, then: “Are you bringing anyone?”
There it was. The question she’d been working up to.
“No, Mom. Just me.”
“Oh. Well. That’s fine. Plenty of room.” Another pause, heavy with implication. “Rachel is bringing her boyfriend. They’re very serious, apparently.”
Rachel. My cousin. Five years younger. Married to her high school sweetheart at twenty-two, divorced by twenty-seven. Now apparently serious with someone new. She teaches second grade. She bakes. She knows how to make small talk at family gatherings without looking like she’d rather be defenestrating herself.
She’s everything my parents understand.
“That’s nice,” I said, forcing warmth into my voice.
“She’s younger than you, you know.”
I gripped the phone tight enough to crack the screen. “I know, Mom.”
“She asks about you. Wonders how you’re doing.”
The subtext is clear: Rachel wonders. We all wonder. When are you going to settle down? Be normal? Be someone we can explain to the neighbors?
“I’m doing fine, Mom.”
“You work too much.”
“I know.”
“And you’re alone too much.”
My hand moves blindly, finding the sleeve of Casey’s jacket. My fingers curl into the fabric, finding a point of stability.
“Mom…”
“I’m just saying. It would be nice if you had someone. Anyone.”
Anyone being the operative word. She never says it outright, but I know she’d be relieved if I brought home a man. A banker. A lawyer. Someone less complicated. Easier to explain. More like Rachel.
I got off the phone as fast as I could, but the conversation left a residue that lasted through the night.
Now it’s Thursday, and I’m alone in my office with a headache that won’t quit and a jacket I can’t seem to return. I walk to my chair and sink into it, the leather creaking softly under the weight of the day.
I tell myself I’m not going to do it. I’m just sitting down. Just checking my email before I go home.
But my body betrays me.
I lean back. My head finds the familiar patch of fabric on the headrest. I turn my cheek into it. The scent is fainter now - a ghost of motor oil and tobacco - but I hunt for it, burying my nose in the collar to find the last traces
I breathe it in. Once. Twice. Let it ground me.
I close my eyes, and the throb behind my left eye recedes just a little.
I have to give it back.
I know I do. It’s getting weird. If I keep it another day, it stops being “borrowed” and starts being “theft.” Or worse: a fetish.
Eyes closed, listening to the hum of the HVAC, I finally admit the truth. I’m not keeping it because I forgot to return it. I’m keeping it because I need it.
In a week of disasters and headaches and Ryan’s bullshit and my mother’s questions, this - Casey’s jacket, Casey’s scent - is the only thing that makes me feel steady. It’s the only thing in this office that doesn’t want something from me.
I let go of the collar and lean back in my chair.
Tomorrow, I promise myself, though the words feel hollow even as I think them. I’ll go down there tomorrow.




Casey

The Sunday before Christmas is sacred.
Technically, it isn’t a holiday. It’s just a regular day. But in the unofficial calendar of the Hobbs siblings, it’s the DMZ. The Demilitarized Zone. The designated few hours where Jesse and I sit in my apartment, drink good beer, and fortify ourselves against the inevitable psychological siege that is Christmas Dinner at our parents’ house.
We don’t exchange gifts. That’s a Christmas Day obligation, complete with audience and commentary about why I’m still wearing flannel in my forties.
I don’t even have a tree. Pixel would climb it, Byte would eat the tinsel, and I’d come home to a crime scene with ornaments as evidence. So instead, there’s a string of lights along the bookshelf that I plug in when I remember, and a bottle opener shaped like a reindeer that Jesse gave me three years ago as a joke.
He shows up at two, right on time, carrying a six-pack of craft beer that he swears I’ll like and a bag of takeout that smells incredible.
He kicks the door shut behind him, unwinding a scarf that is soft and expensive. Jesse is the only Hobbs who understands the concept of ‘layering’ as a fashion statement.
His gaze sweeps over me. “You look like shit.”
I rub a hand over my face. He’s not wrong. Between the end-of-year tickets and the fact that my brain has decided to run a 24/7 background simulation of The Terrace Encounter, I haven’t slept properly in a week.
“Merry Christmas to you, too.”
He grins, dumps the takeout on my coffee table, and makes himself at home. This is the routine: he claims the couch, I grab plates and utensils we won’t use, and we pretend we’re going to pace ourselves on the beer.
We never do.
Pixel appears from wherever he’s been plotting world domination, takes one look at Jesse, and disappears again. He’s never forgiven him for that one time he tried to pet him in 2022. Grudges are Pixel’s love language.
“Edward posted on LinkedIn again,” Jesse says, not looking up from his phone.
“Don’t read it to me,” I warn, grabbing two beers from the fridge. “I want to keep my blood pressure in the double digits.”
“It’s a photo of his latte,” Jesse continues, ignoring me. “Caption: Grinding on a Sunday. Success doesn’t sleep. #Hustle #Leadership #Coffee.”
I groan, handing him a bottle. “He’s a mid-level manager at a logistics firm. The only thing he’s leading is a Zoom call about paperclips.”
Jesse laughs, that easy, unforced sound that makes him the only person in our gene pool I actually like.
He is the youngest, four years my junior, and the family anomaly. If you don’t count me.
Adam is the oldest. Construction foreman, three kids, married to his high school sweetheart. He thinks feelings are a liberal conspiracy and solves emotional problems by building decks. He looks fifty-eight, not forty-eight.
Edward is the middle child. He thinks he’s Elon Musk. He’s not. He’s barely middle management, but that doesn’t stop him from offering unsolicited career advice at every family gathering.
And then there’s Jesse.
Jesse somehow came out… soft. Not weak - he runs marathons and can argue politics with Dad without blinking - but permeable. He listens. He creates things. He moisturizes.
He’s the only one who knows the real me. The only one who knows that “Casey’s first roommate” was “Casey’s first heartbreak.”
“How’s Ethel?” he asks, taking a sip. “Mom asked if you’d sold it yet. I told her you traded it for a minivan.”
“She’ll believe that.”
“She wants to believe it. It fits the narrative.”
I sink into the armchair, Pixel immediately jumping into my lap. I scratch him behind the ears, thinking about The Narrative.
In the Hobbs family mythology, there is a hierarchy. Adam is the Golden Child because he reproduced and stayed within twenty miles of home. Edward is the Project because he’s trying so hard to be rich. Jesse is the Artist, forgiven for his weirdness because he’s the baby.
And then there’s me. The Confusing One.
“You were supposed to be a boy, Case,” Dad likes to say after his third whiskey. “Would’ve made a lot more sense.”
He means it as a joke. A rough, blue-collar affection. He’s proud that I can fix an engine, proud that I’m good with my hands. But every time he says it, it stings in a place I can’t quite armor-plate.
It’s a reminder that my existence is a slight miscalculation. I didn’t become the daughter they expected, so I became the punchline instead.
“You ready for Christmas dinner?” Jesse asks, his voice dropping the joking tone.
“No. Mom’s already left me two voicemails asking if I’m ‘bringing a friend.’”
“Ah. The Code.”
“The Code,” I agree, taking a long pull of my beer. “Translation: Please don’t bring a girlfriend and make your father uncomfortable while he’s trying to carve the turkey.”
Jesse winces sympathetically. “I’m bringing a kale salad,” he offers. “That usually distracts them. Adam will spend twenty minutes making jokes about rabbit food, and you can slip under the radar.”
“You’re a good brother.”
“I’m the best brother. The bar is low, but I clear it.”
We eat in silence for a while, Byte relocating to the arm of the couch, where he can judge us both equally.
“How’s work?” Jesse asks eventually, twirling noodles around his fork.
“Same as always.”
It’s true, mostly. I am stuck in a pattern. Every few years, when another recruiter circles or when they remember I’m the only person who knows how the legacy system works, they’ll throw me a new title with a salary bump. Maybe some extra PTO I never use.
What they don’t give me is actual advancement. No direct reports. No budget authority. No seat at the table when decisions get made.
“What about the party?”
I drink, buying time. “It was fine.”
“Fine?”
“Fine. I showed my face. Charlie’s happy. I’m never going again.”
“Wild night.”
“The wildest.”
Except it was. I take another drink of beer and shove the memory of that night back where it belongs: nowhere useful.
My phone buzzes on the coffee table. I glance at the clock - 4:30 PM.
I frown. The only people who could be calling me are family members I’m currently ignoring or telemarketers.
I pick it up.
Charlie.
Dread pools in my gut. Charlie is my manager, but he’s also a guy who guards his work-life balance like a dragon. He’s been on PTO since Thursday. If he’s calling me on the Sunday before Christmas, something is on fire.
“Sorry,” I tell Jesse. “I have to take this.”
I swipe the answer icon. “This better be good, Charlie. I’m drinking a very expensive stout.”
“I wish it were a social call, Casey.” His voice is tight. Tinny. He’s driving. “I just got a monitoring alert. The legacy transaction gateway. It threw a 503 error, then recovered, then threw another one.”
Dread pools in my gut… 503 means the bridge is out. Traffic is piling up, and the cliff edge is getting closer. I sit up straighter, dislodging Pixel, who shoots me a dirty look.
“A wobble? Or a crash?”
“I can’t tell. I’m on the highway, heading to my in-laws. Signal is garbage. But if the gateway goes down…”
“Processing stops,” I finish for him. “No payments. No invoices. Dead in the water.”
“Yeah.” He sounds miserable. “I know you’re off too, and I hate to do this, but is there any way you could check it out? I can try to pull over somewhere with a better signal and remote in, but…”
“I don’t have my laptop.”
Usually I do. It lives in my bag, a permanent appendage, because you never know when something might break. But today was supposed to be sacred. No work, no stress, just Jesse and beer and the illusion of peace before tomorrow’s family circus.
I look at Jesse. He’s already nodding, mouthing go.
“I can head into the office,” I say. “Check it in person.”
“You sure? I can try to…”
“Charlie. You’re on the highway with a spotty signal. I’m here. I’ll go.”
“You’re a lifesaver. Put it on your timesheet as double time. I’ll approve it.”
“Yeah. I’ll send an update once I’m in.”
I hang up and look at the half-empty beer on the table. Three in two hours. Not drunk, but not sober enough for Ethel either. Public transit it is. The commute’s over an hour - more than enough time to sober up before I’m elbow-deep in server diagnostics.
Jesse’s already on his feet, gathering plates. “Go. I’ll lock up when I leave.”
“You don’t have to…”
“I know. Go save the company.”
I grab my keys, wallet, phone. Shove my feet into my boots and reach for my leather jacket hanging by the door.
And that’s when it hits me.
I’m going to the office. She might be there.
The mirror by the door is unforgiving: faded Pixies t-shirt, jeans with a rip at the knee, hair that suggests I’ve been wrestling a cat. For half a second, I consider changing. Then I remember I’m responding to a server emergency, not attending a gallery opening. Running a hand through my hair accomplishes nothing except confirming that gravity still works.
Don’t be an idiot, I tell myself, zipping up my leather jacket. It’s the Sunday before Christmas. She has a life. She has friends. She has family. She is not sitting in her office on a holiday weekend.
The cold December air hits my face, but it doesn’t cool the thought nagging at me, persistent and dangerous, but what if she is?




Olivia

Most people spend Sunday afternoon in a state of pre-emptive mourning for the weekend. They let the “Sunday Scaries” set in around 2:00 PM, counting down the hours until the alarm clock rings.
For me, Sunday afternoon is the only time the world stops.
My phone is silent. The inbox traffic slows to a trickle. The expectations of the week haven’t landed yet, and the demands of the previous week have finally faded.
I take a sip of my hot cocoa - dark chocolate, a pinch of sea salt, no marshmallows - and set the mug down on a coaster.
A podcast host with a soothing, melodic voice is describing the grisly details of a cold case murder in 1990s Vermont. It has a strange sedative effect. The methodical way she walks through the timeline, the careful analysis of forensic evidence. Every clue leads somewhere; every piece of data has meaning. It’s a puzzle with rules, with logic, with a solution that exists even if it takes decades to find.
Unlike my job, where half the problems don’t have clean answers, and the other half get solved by whichever executive talks the loudest, true crime offers the illusion of order. A beginning, a middle, an end. Closure.
I’ve listened to this podcast for three years. I’m caught up on all 247 episodes. I’ve moved on to re-listening to favorites while I wait for new ones to drop. This episode, the Vermont case, is one I’ve heard four times. I know how it ends, and that comforts me.
Back to the task at hand: the shinies. Spread across my coffee table is my latest haul from an online shopping spree I barely remember authorizing. Three packages arrived yesterday, which means Past Olivia had a stressful week and decided retail therapy was the answer.
Past Olivia has expensive taste and zero impulse control.
I slice open the first box with a letter opener. Inside, nestled in layers of crisp white tissue paper, are six hand-blown glass icicles, dusted with gold leaf. I pick one up, holding it against the light filtering through the window. It refracts it into a hundred tiny prisms.
It’s the twenty-third of December, which is absurdly late to be decorating, but I’ve been… preoccupied.
I pick up a string of copper-wire fairy lights. They are delicate, finicky things, prone to tangling at the slightest touch, but when they’re lit, they glow like suspended starlight. I weave them carefully along the mantel of my electric fireplace, adjusting the wire until the light reflects perfectly off the window glass.
I step back. It’s beautiful - a little constellation in the middle of my living room.
Next: the tree.
It’s standing in the corner by the window - six feet of pre-lit artificial fir that I bought the first year I made CTO, a small celebration of finally having an apartment with ceilings tall enough to handle it. The lights are already on, casting a warm glow across the living room. Now comes the fun part.
I unpack the ornaments from their tissue paper cocoons. A crystal snowflake that refracts light into tiny rainbows. A set of mercury glass balls in champagne and rose gold. A glittery silver star for the top that I’m 90% sure I bought online at 2 AM after a particularly brutal board meeting.
Each one goes on carefully. I’m particular about placement - the heavier ornaments toward the bottom, the sparkliest ones where they’ll catch the light, a balanced distribution of colors.
When I’m done, I step back and assess.
My apartment looks like a jewellery box exploded.
I love it.
I stand there for a moment, basking in the glow of my own personal galaxy. It’s the one time of year I let myself be excessive. In the office, I am sleek lines and minimalist efficiency. Here, I am champagne glitter and copper wire.
I take a sip of my cocoa. It’s gone lukewarm, but the sugar hit is still welcome.
I have such a weakness for sparkly things. I love the sudden flare of light on sequins, on glass, on gold foil. It’s why I bought that dress.
I shake my head and turn to the pile of gifts on the dining table.
The Shinies are done. Now comes The Obligations.
This is the least enjoyable part of the afternoon.
I have two boxes left to wrap for my parents. I picked the paper specifically - heavy, matte cream with gold geometric patterns. Tasteful. Expensive. Exactly what they expect from their successful daughter.
For Dad: a set of high-end grilling tools he mentioned once in passing six months ago. He’ll use them twice and then forget about them, but he’ll appreciate that I remembered.
For Mom: a cashmere cardigan in dove grey. She “happened” to send me a link to it three times over the past month. “Just looking,” she’d said. “Isn’t this lovely? But oh, it’s so expensive.” Then she mentioned it again during our last phone call. And again in a text with a winky face emoji.
Subtle as a brick.
I pull a length of tape, the sound loud in the quiet apartment.
“The killer’s timeline didn’t add up,” the podcast host croons. “He claimed he was at the movies, but the ticket stub was torn on the wrong side.”
I focus on the corner of the box and fold the paper into a perfect triangle.
Tomorrow morning, I have to drive three hours north. I have to walk into my childhood home, smile, and endure forty-eight hours of questioning. I do the math. If I leave at 3:00 PM, I’ll arrive around 6:00 - dinnertime. They’ll be cooking. Less time for interrogation before we’re distracted by food.
“So, still just you, Olivia?”
“Work must be so demanding.”
“Don’t you get lonely in that big apartment?”
I smooth the tape down with my thumb, pressing hard.
I am lonely.
The realization hits me with the same grim finality as the podcast host revealing the body.
I peer around the room. It’s perfect. The furniture is Italian leather. The view is a postcard. The fairy lights are twinkling just so.
But it’s quiet. So incredibly quiet.
Just me, the gold foil wrapping paper, and a dead body in Vermont.
I reach for my cocoa when the silence is shattered.
My phone rings, and the screen lights up with a name: Sherry Gardner.
I tap answer. “Sherry?”
“I’m so sorry, Olivia.” Her voice is tight, breathless. The distinct chaos of a family gathering echoes behind her - kids screaming, a dog barking. “I know it’s Sunday, but the monitoring dashboard just lit up red.”
“What is it?” I’m already standing up, abandoning the cocoa and the fairy lights.
“Transaction gateway. It threw a series of 503 errors, recovered for thirty seconds, and then spiked again. Latency is through the roof. If it fully seizes, we lose payment processing for the entire holiday window.”
“Have we failed over to the backup?”
“It’s trying, but the handshake isn’t completing. It looks like a hardware lock.” She pauses. A child yells ‘Mom!’ somewhere on her end. “I’m trying to get a hold of someone from Infra to get eyes on the servers, but with the holiday… most of the team is offline. I’m spinning up my laptop now; I just need to find a quiet room…”
“Sherry.” I cut her off. “Stop.”
“But…”
“Where are you? Your sister’s place?”
“Yeah, but I can…”
“Don’t,” I say firmly. “You have three kids and a mother-in-law you’re trying to impress. Do not open that laptop.”
“Olivia, the gateway…”
“I’m twenty minutes away. I’m going in.”
“You? But you’re…”
“The CTO? Yes. Which means I can reboot a server if I have to.” It’s a lie - I haven’t touched a physical server rack in years - but she doesn’t need to know that. “I’ll handle the coordination. You stay with your family.”
“Are you sure?” The relief in her voice is palpable.
“I’m sure. Keep your phone on just in case, but don’t log in.”
I hang up before she can argue.
Next call. Vincent.
He answers on the first ring. “Tell me it’s good news.”
“It’s a wobble on the payment gateway,” I say, already moving toward the hallway. “Sherry caught it early. I’m heading into the office to verify the failover.”
“Do you need me there?”
“No, you’d just pace around and make the engineers nervous. Stay home. Pour a whiskey. I’ll update you in an hour.”
“You’re a saint, Ollie.”
“I’m a control freak. There’s a difference.” I pause at the hallway mirror. “If this escalates - if clients notice transaction delays - we might need to put out comms. But let’s hope it doesn’t get there.”
“Understood. Keep me posted.”
“Will do.”
Last call goes to Jo Blake.
Two months ago, her company was on the verge of losing our contract - missed SLAs, data errors, total chaos. Then Jo took over the account. She didn’t just fix the issues; she completely overhauled their delivery model to match our needs.
Technically, this isn’t her problem. The legacy payment gateway is our internal mess. It shouldn’t impact the data we send them… but I’d rather she hear it from me now.
I tap her name. She answers on the second ring, her voice clear and professional, despite it being Sunday.
“Olivia. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Well,” I say, cradling the phone between my ear and shoulder as I yank the zipper of my boot up. “I wanted to give you a heads-up. Our in-house payment gateway is wobbling.”
“Ah.” Her voice shifts instantly. “I appreciate the transparency, Olivia. Truly.”
“I figure we’ve both had enough drama for one year. Just tell your team to keep an eye out.”
“Understood. I’ll send a quick note to my ops lead just in case, but we’ll stand by. Thank you for…”
“Josephine.” The second voice is faint, but unmistakable. Low, commanding, and not happy.
“If you are working, I am going to throw that phone into the pool.”
Alexandra Morgan. VP of Operations.
“Shh,” Jo hisses, her voice muffled like she’s covering the microphone. “It’s Olivia, from Cognitex.”
“I have to go,” Jo says to me, with a suspicious smile in her voice. “We’ll keep an eye out. Good luck, Olivia.”
The silence that rushes back into my apartment feels twice as heavy as it did a minute ago.
I knew they worked closely together. They were a formidable team in meetings. And I’d caught the lingering gazes shared when they thought no one was watching. I can practically see them - sunlight, water, Jo laughing as Alex pries the phone from her hand.  
A sharp pang of envy hits me, so sudden and violent it almost knocks the wind out of me. I know I am the only one responsible for my happiness. But right now, I am doing a terrible job of it.
I lower the phone and check my reflection.
Disaster.
I am currently wearing black leggings and an oversized plush hoodie that says ‘SLEIGH ALL DAY’ in glittery letters. It was a gag gift from Diana last year - her dry attempt at humor after I confessed my love for sparkly things during a particularly honest post-work drink session. It’s objectively ridiculous, but also tragically comfortable. I wear it more than I’d ever admit to her.
I check the time. 5:45 PM.
If I change, it takes ten minutes. Ten minutes where the payment gateway could crash completely.
Besides, it’s the Sunday before Christmas. The building will be a ghost town. Security won’t care, and the servers certainly don’t judge fashion choices.
Screw it.
I grab my black coat from the rack - throwing it on to cover as much of the glittery text as possible - and grab my keys.
I catch my reflection one last time. I look like a college student making a bodega run, not the Chief Technology Officer of a billion-dollar company.
Good thing no one is going to see me.




Casey

The lobby of the Cognitex building on a Sunday evening is a liminal space. It’s too quiet, too empty. The massive Christmas tree in the center of the atrium stands guard over a ghost town of marble floors and vacant security turnstiles.
The security guard, a guy named Earl who sleeps with his eyes open, barely glances up from his tablet as I swipe my badge. The reader beeps. A lonely, echoing sound.
I bypass the elevators and take the stairs to the second floor, grab my laptop from my desk - it was sitting right there, mocking me - and head straight for the basement.
My phone buzzes against my thigh. The team chat is spiralling.
Charlie: I’ve pulled over at a rest stop. Signal is one bar. Trying to remote in, but it’s timing out.
Audrey: I’m online. I’ve got the logs up. The load balancer is panicking.
Simon: I can help. I’m at my parents’, but I can hide in the pantry.
Jordan: I’m here! What can I do?
I stop outside the heavy, fire-rated door of the server room and type a reply.
Casey: Stand down. I got this. I’m on-site.
Audrey: Are you sure? The error pattern looks weird. Not a clean failure.
Casey: Yeah. Do NOT remote in. Don’t need five people fighting for bandwidth while I’m diagnosing.
Casey: If I need you, I’ll Bat-signal. Otherwise, enjoy your holiday.
Charlie: Keep us posted.
I swipe my badge, and the mag-lock disengages with a heavy thunk. The air changes instantly. The basement level is always five degrees cooler than the rest of the building. Then comes the sound. A white-noise roar of cooling fans and spinning hard drives. To most people, it’s a headache waiting to happen. To me, it sounds like a heartbeat. This is my kingdom.
“Alright,” I mutter to the room at large. “Who’s being a drama queen?”
I make my way to the third row of servers, the legacy gateway. The status lights are blinking an angry, pulsing amber. “Yeah, yeah, I hear you,” I mutter, pulling up a stool and plugging my laptop directly into the console port.
Audrey’s right; the traffic is weird. The gateway isn’t just failing; it’s stuttering. Like it’s trying to swallow a marble.
“Come on, you old bastard,” I whisper, fingers flying across the keyboard. “Talk to me.”
The world narrows down to this: the clack of keys, the hum of the fans, the flow of logic. This is where I make sense. I can’t navigate family dinners or corporate parties or whatever the hell is happening between Olivia and me, but I can navigate this.
I need to bypass the authentication check in the retry loop. It’s risky - like hot-wiring a car while it’s moving - but it’ll stop the requests from piling up on themselves. It’s not a permanent fix. What this system needs is a full rebuild, a total organ transplant. But today, right now, it just needs a tourniquet.
The bypass clears the jam, but the gateway’s still unstable. The only way to truly reset it is the old-fashioned way: pull the plug, count to ten, and hope it comes back clean.
“Okay,” I say, cracking my knuckles. “We’re doing this the hard way.” I drop to my knees on the anti-static floor tiles. The manual reset switch for the legacy cluster isn’t conveniently located. It’s at the bottom of the rack, behind a mesh panel that requires a screwdriver and a prayer to access.
I fish my multi-tool out of my pocket - never leave home without it - and get to work on the screws. “You know,” I grunt, twisting the first screw, “if you wanted attention, you could have just sent an email.” The screw comes loose. I pocket it and move to the second one.
“But no. You have to be dramatic.” I’m fully lying on my side now, cheek pressed against the cold floor, arm shoulder-deep inside the server rack, reaching for the elusive reset toggle when movement catches the corner of my eye.
A flicker. A sparkle.
I pause, hands hovering over the switch. I’m in a secure area. There shouldn’t be anything sparkling down here unless a server is literally on fire. I turn my head slowly to the left, toward the wall that separates the server rows from the monitoring station.
And my brain just… stops.
Standing on the other side of the glass, bathed in the blue light of the monitors, is Olivia Cooper. But not Olivia Cooper.  
I blink, sure that the server fumes are causing hallucinations.
This woman is wearing black leggings tucked into boots and a hoodie. A massive, fuzzy, white hoodie. I squint. Does that say… SLEIGH ALL DAY? In glitter?
I am instantly, violently charmed. I scramble up, forgetting I am half-inside a server rack. My head bangs on a metal strut; my elbow scrapes the frame.
“Ow. Fuck.”
Through the glass, Olivia’s expression shifts, surprise giving way to a guarded look. Her eyes track my ungraceful extraction as she steps out of the monitoring room. Her hands go to the zipper of her black coat, pulling it closed in one smooth motion. Trying to hide the hoodie.
Too late.
I’ve seen the glitter. I have witnessed the Sleigh.
I stare. I honestly can’t help it. The cognitive dissonance is hitting me harder than the server rack just did.
I get to my feet, dusting off my jeans. My knees crack. My t-shirt is wrinkled, probably has dust bunnies clinging to it, and there’s definitely a smudge on my forearm that I hope is grease and not blood.
And she looks… God, she looks soft.
The messy hair makes me want to reach out and tuck a loose strand behind her ear. The coat she’s clutching closed makes me want to peel it back and see the ridiculous hoodie in its full glory. The boots are the only thing that tracks with the Olivia I know - tall, black leather, practical but somehow still elegant.
“Casey,” she says, her voice breathless.
“Olivia,” I say, leaning against the server rack and crossing my arms. I let my eyes do a slow, deliberate sweep from her messy bun down to the boots and back up. “Is this the new business casual?”
Her cheeks turn a fascinating shade of pink. It’s impressive how she summons her CTO command while dressed like a hungover sorority girl. “It’s Sunday,” she says defensively. “I wasn’t expecting an audience.”
“Clearly.” I can’t stop it. “Sleigh all day? Really?”
“It was a gift,” she snaps, but there’s no heat in it. She takes a breath, and I watch the exact moment she decides to power through it. She lifts her chin. “What’s the status?”
And just like that, we’re back to business. The hoodie might sleigh all day, but her voice is pure CTO.
I turn back to the rack, gesturing at the blinking amber lights. “Hardware lock on the primary gateway. It’s throwing 503s because the retry loop is choking - requests are timing out before they can complete the auth handshake. I bypassed the check to clear the jam, but now I need to do a hard reset on the physical cluster to clear the cache and get us back to stable.”
Olivia moves up beside me and looks at the open panel near the floor. “You have to crawl in there?”
“Manual override is at the back. It’s a band-aid,” I warn, keeping my voice serious. “A dirty one, but it’ll hold through the holidays.”
She nods, stepping closer. She’s looking at me with that intensity again - the one that makes me feel like she’s reading my source code.
“Alright,” I say, eyeing the rack. “I need to trigger the manual reset, then monitor the boot sequence to make sure the services come back clean.”
I’m calculating the logistics - crawl back in, flip the switch, army-crawl back out, get to my laptop, hope I don’t miss the critical thirty-second window - when Olivia speaks.
“I could monitor the boot sequence from here,” she says, gesturing at my laptop on the floor beside the rack. “If you want. You focus on the reset.”
I look up at her, surprised. “You sure?”
“I remember enough about boot sequences.” There’s a slight edge of challenge in her voice, like she’s daring me to doubt her. “Unless you think I’ve forgotten everything.”
“No, I just… That would be helpful.”
She reaches for the zipper of her coat. I watch, probably more intently than I should, as she pulls it down and shrugs the coat off her shoulders.
And there it is. In its full glory. The white fabric is plush, fuzzy - a tactile trap begging to be touched. She drapes the coat over a nearby chair, and when she turns back, she catches my eyes roaming.
“What?” she says, her eyes gleaming with amusement.
“Nothing,” I manage.
She drops to her knees beside my laptop with a grace that should be illegal in that outfit, tucking her legs underneath her.
“What am I watching for?” she asks, waking up the screen, fingers poised over the keyboard like she never left infrastructure behind.
Right. Work. Technical things. Not the curve of her neck or the way the hoodie slips off one shoulder.
“The POST sequence - hardware checks passing, firmware loading. Then call out when you see ‘Gateway_Primary: Initializing’ and watch for the authentication service to bind.”
“Got it.” She’s already scanning the terminal output, completely focused. “Ready when you are,” she says, not looking up from the screen.
I reach into the rack, find the manual override switch. “Flipping it in three… two… one.”
The server rack goes dark with a heavy clunk. The cooling fans spin down. For a moment, the basement is eerily quiet.
“I’ve got output,” Olivia says, and there’s a thread of excitement in her tone. “BIOS POST… hardware check passing… firmware loading…”
The seconds stretch.
She clears her throat. “I, um. I should… I owe you an apology.”
“Huh? For what?”
“Your jacket. I still have it. I kept meaning to return it, but the week was… It’s been mad, and I just…” She’s flustered, stumbling over words in a way I’ve never heard from her. “I’ll get it back to you after the holidays. I promise. I’m sorry.”
I should let her off the hook. Say something smooth that makes this less awkward. But she’s still holding it. She could have left it with Daisy, could have sent it down with Charlie, could have dropped it off herself any time this week. She didn’t.
I’m trying to figure out what that means - what I want it to mean - when she interrupts my spiral.
“Gateway_Primary: Initializing.” Her voice is steadier now, back on familiar ground. She leans closer to the screen. “Authentication service binding…”
I push myself up off the floor, my knees protesting, and move to stand behind her. Close enough to see the screen over her shoulder. Close enough to see a loose strand of hair curling against her neck. Close enough to smell the faint trace of vanilla that has been haunting me all week.
“Gateway_Primary: Authentication service bound. Status: ONLINE.”
“There we go,” I say, and I can hear the relief in my voice. “Crisis averted.”




Olivia

My knees are screaming.
I’ve been kneeling on concrete for - how long? Long enough that when I finally push myself up, there’s a moment where I’m genuinely concerned my legs won’t cooperate.
Casey steps back to give me room, and when I turn to face her, we’re closer than I expected. Close enough to notice her t-shirt has dust all over.
“You’ve got…” I reach out before I can think better of it, brushing dust off her shoulder.
My fingers make contact with worn cotton, and I feel the muscle underneath. Solid. Warm.
I pull my hand back too quickly, like I’ve touched something hot.
“… dust,” I finish lamely.
My face is on fire. The flush blooms at my chest and climbs up my neck in a way that I’m certain is visible even in this dim lighting.
“We should…” I nod toward the monitoring room. “Check the system behavior, make sure everything has stabilized.”
I turn away first, heading toward the glass-walled monitoring room, painfully aware of my ridiculous outfit and my messy hair.
I sink into one of the ergonomic chairs and pull up the system dashboard. Casey takes the chair beside me, rolling it closer to see the screen. Her knee bumps against mine. She doesn’t move it away.
Neither do I.
“Gateway’s stable,” I say, scanning the metrics. “Latency is back to normal. Error rate dropped to zero.”
“Good.” Casey leans forward, pointing at one of the graphs. “But look at the memory utilization.”
“The reset cleared the lock, but the underlying issue is still there,” I say, thinking out loud. “This is going to need a proper fix.”
“It should hold through the holiday, but we need to address it before clients start hammering the system again.”
I pull out my phone, already composing the text to Vincent.
Olivia: System stable. Crisis managed. Band-aid solution in place.
Vincent: You’re a miracle worker.
I set the phone down, and we fall into an easy routine- watching the metrics, calling out anomalies that turn out to be nothing, discussing what the permanent fix will look like.
The conversation drifts. She tells me about Pixel and Byte. I tell her about my battle with the fairy lights. Small things. Easy things.
I check my phone. 10:07 PM.
“I think we’re stable,” I say, scanning the dashboard one more time. Everything is green. “Memory utilization is still elevated, but it’s not climbing.”
Casey nods, leaning back in her chair. “Yeah. This’ll hold. We should call it a night.”
We should. It’s late. We’ve both been here for hours. But I hesitate, my hand still on the mouse, scrolling through metrics I’ve already checked twice.
Casey stands first, rolling her shoulders back with an audible crack. She catches me watching and grins.
“Come on,” she says, and there’s a note of gentleness in her voice. “The servers will be fine without us staring at them.”
I close the dashboard and stand, grabbing my coat. The fabric feels heavy in my hands, weighted with the knowledge that once I put it on, once we walk out of this room, the moment ends.
We head back through the server rows toward the exit. Casey holds the heavy fire door open for me, and we step into the stairwell. The fluorescent lights are harsh after the blue glow of the monitoring room.
We walk in silence through the empty building. Past the darkened cubicles, past the Christmas tree in the lobby still twinkling with lights on a timer, past Earl at the security desk, who waves without looking up from his tablet.
The night air hits us when we push through the revolving doors - sharp and cold and startling after hours in climate-controlled spaces.
Casey stops on the sidewalk, hands in her pockets, and I realize we’re about to go our separate ways. She’ll head to the subway. I’ll walk to the parking garage.
“Casey?”
She turns back, eyebrows raised. “Yeah?”
“Thank you. For coming in.” The words come out in a hush. “And for keeping me company.”
Her face softens. The crooked smile returns, but there’s a vulnerable undercurrent to it.
“Anything for you, Princess.”
The nickname should annoy me. Coming from anyone else - Ryan, Vincent, a random vendor - it would be patronizing. A dismissal. Coming from Casey, with that low, rough timbre, it sounds like a caress. Heat settles low in my belly.
Then she winks. Actually winks, like this is easy for her, like she hasn’t just turned my entire nervous system into a live wire.
“Merry Christmas, Olivia.”
She doesn’t wait for a response. She turns on her heels and walks away into the darkness, her combat boots crunching on the salted pavement. I stand there until she disappears around the corner.
“Merry Christmas to you, too,” I whisper to the empty street.
I drive home in a daze.
The apartment is exactly as I left it - a glittering box of silence. I kick off my boots, peel off the hoodie, and toss it onto the armchair. I stand in the middle of the living room, lost in the lights of the perfectly decorated tree.
“Well,” I say to the mercury glass ornament. “That happened.”
The ornament says nothing. It just sparkles, judging me.
“I flirted,” I tell the fairy lights on the mantel. “I definitely flirted. And I think…she flirted back?”
I pour the rest of my cold cocoa down the sink, shower the server room smell off my skin, and crawl into bed. I expect to sleep.
Instead, I spend hours fixed blindly on the ceiling, replaying the image of her leaning against the server rack. The wink.
Princess.
When sleep finally comes, it’s fitful.
◆◆◆
 
Bzzzzzt.
Bzzzzzt.
The sound drags me out of a dream where Casey’s pressing me against the server rack, one hand braced beside my head, the other sliding beneath the hem of my hoodie. “You’ve been wearing my jacket, Princess,” she says, her voice low and rough, and I can only nod because her thumb is tracing the curve of my hip, her mouth is inches from mine, and I want… God, I want her…
I groan, fumbling for the phone on the nightstand.
I squint at the screen. The blue light burns my retinas.
5:14 AM.
Diana.
My anxiety spikes, cutting through the fog of sleep like a knife. Diana doesn’t call. Ever. I answer, voice thick with sleep.
“Diana? Please tell me we haven’t been hacked.”
“Not hacked.” Diana’s voice is crisp, awake, and entirely unfestive. “But we have a problem. That band-aid on the legacy gateway?” I sit up, rubbing my eyes.
“Yeah?”
“It bypasses the standard authentication check. It creates a momentary vulnerability every time it triggers - milliseconds, but exploitable. If someone was watching, they could inject a packet during that gap.”
“Is anyone watching?”
“No. My scanners picked it up. But I can’t sign off on this for the duration of the holiday, Olivia. It’s a compliance violation. If the auditors see this log in January, we fail.”
I close my eyes. “Okay. Okay. So we need to patch the patch.”
“Exactly. We need to encrypt the bypass tunnel. I can’t do it remotely - I don’t have write access to the legacy kernel. Someone needs to be physical.”
“I’ll go,” I say instantly.
“You? It’s Christmas Eve.”
“It’s fine. I’m awake. Just email me the encryption parameters you need.”
“Alright. Sending now.”
I hang up and stare at the dark room.
Merry Christmas, Olivia.
I drag myself out of bed and go to the closet. I stand there for a moment, surveying my options.
The sensible choice is jeans and a sweater - practical, warm, appropriate for a server room. I pull out a dress instead.
It’s deep forest green with a fitted bodice and a flared skirt that hits just above the knee. Not overtly Christmas-themed, but festive enough. The neckline is modest, but the cut is tailored in a way that’s decidedly not casual.
I pair it with sheer black tights and tall black boots - the ones with the three-inch heels that lengthen my legs and give me back some of the height I lose when I’m standing next to…
Stop it.
I apply mascara with steady hands and a swipe of dark red lipstick - the kind that doesn’t smudge even if you’re drinking coffee or eating or… other activities.
Stop. It.
I tell myself I’m dressing up because it’s Christmas Eve. Because I refuse to let a server issue ruin my holiday spirit.
I do not tell myself I’m hoping the building isn’t quite as empty as I think it is.
The drive to the office is quiet. The city is still waking up, a few stray cars navigating the predawn gloom. I arrive at the building at 6:15 AM, and the night shift guard gives me a confused wave.
The lobby is silent. The elevator ride is silent. I grab my laptop from my office, pausing for half a second to touch the sleeve of Casey’s jacket where it still hangs on my chair, and head for the basement.
I’m running through the encryption commands in my head as I swipe my badge at the server room door. Open tunnel. SSL wrap. Re-route.
I push the door open, bracing myself for the noise. The hum is there, steady and reassuring. I walk toward the monitoring station - the glass-walled room that overlooks the server rows. I round the corner and stop dead.
The main monitor is glowing blue, displaying a rolling log of server stats. But the chair in front of it isn’t empty.
Casey is there.
She’s leaned back in the ergonomic mesh chair, her long legs crossed at the ankles and propped up on the desk, right next to the keyboard. She’s wearing the same clothes as yesterday. An empty bag of vending machine pretzels sits next to the keyboard.
Her arms are crossed over her chest, head lolled back against the headrest. Her mouth is slightly open. Her chest rises and falls with a slow, measured cadence.
I stand there, clutching my laptop, struck by a sudden, overwhelming wave of tenderness. She never went home.  
I step closer, my heels silent on the anti-static floor. She looks younger when she’s sleeping. The cynicism is smoothed out of her forehead. The sharp line of her jaw is relaxed. A lock of blue hair has fallen over her eyes.
I set my laptop down on the counter with a soft click. Casey stirs. She grunts - a soft “Mmph” - and shifts her legs. Her boots slide off the desk with a heavy thud, and her eyes snap open.
She blinks, disoriented, scanning the room before her gaze lands on me. I watch her brain come online.
Her eyes widen. They sweep over the deep green dress, linger on the sheer tights, catch on the red lipstick. Her throat works as she swallows.
“Morning, Sunshine,” I say softly, crossing my arms.
Casey rubs a hand over her face. Her voice is rough with sleep, a low rumble that vibrates in the quiet room.
“Tell me I’m dreaming.”




Casey

This is not a dream. This is a nightmare.
Or possibly heaven.
I can’t tell yet.
My brain is sluggish, booting up like the legacy gateway after a hard reset. Inputs are coming in out of order.
I made it as far as the turnstile last night. I had my MetroCard in my hand. I could hear the rumble of the subway approaching the platform, the screech of brakes echoing through the tunnel.
But I couldn’t do it.
Every step away from the building was like an itch under my skin. The band-aid was clever, sure. It was resourceful. It was also sloppy. And if there’s one thing I hate more than social interaction, it’s a sloppy fix.
It’s a vulnerability, my brain whispered. You opened a bypass tunnel. If someone pokes it, it bleeds.
“Fuck,” I muttered to the empty station. I turned around, shoved the card in my pocket, and marched back into the cold.
When I got back to the basement, I didn’t just stare at the screen. I opened a channel to the team, who were, predictably, still lurking online despite my orders.
Casey: I’m back. The bypass is too open.
Simon: You’re a machine, Casey. Go home.
Casey: Why bother? Can you send me the encryption keys for the legacy handshake?
Audrey: It’s 11 PM on a Sunday.
Casey: And yet you’re answering me.
Audrey: … fair. Sending keys.
I spent the next six hours fighting with a fourteen-year-old kernel architecture that resisted modern encryption like a cat resisting a bath. Pixel would be proud. Or possibly offended by the comparison.
I drank two stale coffees from the breakroom vending machine.
I paced the length of the server rows, muttering to myself.
I cursed at the terminal when the SSL wrapper rejected my syntax for the fourth time.
Around 5 AM, I realized I hadn’t moved in three hours, and the exhaustion hit all at once. I leaned back in the chair, put my feet up, and was out before my head hit the headrest.
Then came the voice.
I wake up to the smell of perfume and the sight of a Christmas miracle.
I scrub my hands over my face, trying to chase away the sleep and the mortification. My voice is a croak, scraped raw from sleep and hours of talking to myself, and empty rooms. “Tell me I’m dreaming.”
Her lips curve into a soft smile.
Please. Please let this be a dream.
Because if it’s not - if she’s really standing there looking like that while I’m sitting here looking like something Pixel dragged in - I’m going to have to accept that the universe has a truly vicious sense of humor.
“You are not,” Olivia says, and there’s amusement dancing in her eyes.
I groan. “Oh, gods.”
“You have a very intimate relationship with that chair.” She tilts her head. “There’s a crease. Right here.” She taps her own cheek.
“Perfect. Just the look I was going for.”
I push myself up - too fast, apparently, because the world tilts and I have to grab the edge of the desk. Sleep deprivation and stale coffee are not sustainable fuel sources. Who knew?
“Easy,” Olivia says. Her hand rises to steady me, but stops short.
“I’m fine. Just need a minute.” I run a hand through my hair. “And maybe a bathroom.”
I head for the door, trying to walk in a straight line and mostly succeeding. “Give me five minutes. Don’t touch anything.”
I escape into the hallway, taking the stairs two at a time up to the main floor. The bathroom is blessedly empty. I look in the mirror and immediately regret it.
The crease is real. My hair has achieved a level of chaos that suggests I lost a fight with a wind tunnel. My t-shirt is wrinkled beyond redemption. There are shadows under my eyes that makeup couldn’t fix, even if I owned makeup, which I don’t.
I splash cold water on my face. It helps. Barely.
I dig through my pockets and find exactly one piece of gum of questionable age, but desperate times. I unwrap it and chew aggressively.
Better. I guess…
I head back down, taking the stairs slower this time, and find Olivia exactly where I left her. She’s set up at the monitoring station, my laptop open beside hers, scanning through logs.
“Feel better?” She asks without looking up.
“Minty fresh. What’d I miss?”
“Diana called me,” she says, pulling up a screen. “Said the bypass was creating a compliance violation.”
“Yeah. I know.”
Now she looks up. “You… when?”
“Last night. Or this morning. Time got weird.” I drop into the chair beside her, the same one I’d been sleeping in ten minutes ago. “Made it as far as the subway, but I couldn’t do it. The bypass kept nagging at me.”
Five minutes later, we’re connected to a video conference.
“Morning,” Diana says dryly. “Merry Christmas Eve. We have a dumpster fire.”
Vincent joins next, looking harried. “Ladies. Walk me through it.”
Olivia takes the lead, explaining the overnight band-aid, the SSL gap, Diana’s findings. She’s succinct, clear, managing up while making sure the technical details land.
“So where are we now?” Vincent asks.
“Casey encrypted the bypass tunnel overnight,” Olivia says, and I catch the note of pride in her voice. “But we need to verify the full authentication chain. Make sure there aren’t any other vulnerabilities we’ve introduced.”
“How long?”
“Rest of today, at minimum,” I say. “We’re looking at a full audit of the legacy gateway architecture.”
Diana leans forward. “You could call Jake in. I’m sure he’d love to help.”
The sarcasm is so thick you could cut it with a knife.
“Jake is on vacation,” Olivia says smoothly, but there’s a glint in her eye. “With his family. I’m sure he’s very busy skiing.”
“Right.” Diana’s expression suggests she knows exactly how useful Jake would be even if he were here. “Well, I can monitor remotely. Keep an eye on traffic patterns, flag anything suspicious.”
“That would be helpful,” Olivia says.
Vincent rubs his temples. “This is going to require client communication. If there’s even a chance of exposure… Casey, Olivia, you two tackle the technical side. Whatever you need, you’ve got it.”
The call ends. Olivia closes her laptop and turns to me.
“Well,” she says. “Looks like we’re spending Christmas Eve together.”
“Could be worse,” I say.
We fall into a rhythm. She pulls up documentation while I dig into the kernel logs. We call out findings, cross-reference vulnerabilities, map the authentication flow like we’re piecing together a puzzle.
Hours blur. Coffee appears and disappears. The logs scroll. The servers hum.
Around noon, Olivia’s phone buzzes. She glances at it, and her expression softens. “Daisy.”
“Your assistant?”
“She ordered us food. It’s being delivered in twenty minutes.” Olivia looks at me. “She says - and I quote - ‘You need to eat. Both of you. Don’t argue.’”
“I like Daisy.”
“Everyone likes Daisy.”
The food arrives on time - sandwiches and cookies the size of my hand, still warm. We eat at the monitoring station, splitting our focus between terminals and turkey clubs. Olivia hums at the first bite - a low, contented sound that goes straight to my groin.
My phone lights up mid-bite. Jesse, responding to the text I sent hours ago, assuring me the cats are still alive. Probably plotting revenge, he adds, but alive. He asks if I’m still coming tomorrow - the family dinner at Mom and Dad’s. I text back that I don’t know, work crisis. He sends a single emoji: the grimacing face.
The afternoon stretches into focused work - log analysis, testing edge cases, mapping data flows.
Around 4 PM, Olivia’s phone rings, and her expression hardens. “I need to take this,” she says, standing up. “Two minutes.”
She walks toward the server room exit, putting distance between us and the conversation. But the basement carries sound in weird ways.
I’m not trying to eavesdrop. I stay focused on the terminal, tracing authentication sequences. But I can hear her voice. Muffled, but clear enough.
“Hi, Mom.”
Pause.
“I know. I’m sorry. Something came up at work.”
Longer pause.
“It’s not that I don’t want to… Mom, please. It’s a security issue. I can’t just leave it.”
I keep my eyes on the screen, but I’ve stopped seeing the code.
“I know it’s Christmas Eve.” Her voice is tight, strained. “I’ll come as soon as I can. Promise.”
Silence.
“No, I’m not alone. I have…” Brief hesitation. “… a colleague here. We’re working on it together.”
The word “colleague” scrapes against my nerves. Formal. Distant. A lie. Like we’re strangers who happen to share an office building. “Colleague” is what you call someone whose name you can’t remember.
Hell no.
I’m out of my chair before I’ve made the conscious decision to move.
“Mom, I have to go. I’ll call you later, okay?”
She hangs up. She stays in the doorway for a second, head bowed, taking a deep breath. “God,” she whispers.
She turns around to face the monitoring room. “I’m…”
I’m standing right in front of her. Close enough to see her pupils dilate. Close enough to hear her breath catch. She doesn’t back away. She presses against the doorframe, lips parting.
“Casey?” It’s barely a whisper.
I don’t think. I don’t run a diagnostic. I lift my hand, tangling my fingers in the hair at the nape of her neck.
“You talk too much,” I murmur.
I slam my other hand against the doorframe right above her head, boxing her in. Her breath hitches. Her eyes drop to my mouth.
I crash my lips onto hers.
It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s desperate. A week of frustration and raw tension and sleepless nights, all pouring out at once.
Olivia makes a noise - a shocked, high whimper - and then she melts. Her hands fly up, grabbing the hem of my t-shirt, yanking me closer.
Her mouth opens under mine, hot and demanding. I groan, pressing my body flush against hers, pinning her to the frame. The friction of the dress against my jeans, the softness of her curves against my chest, the taste of coffee and sugar on her tongue - it’s sensory overload.
If this is a system crash, I never want to reboot.




Olivia

Protocol missing. Error 404: Professionalism not found.
My brain runs a standard diagnostic - assess threat, mitigate risk, re-establish boundaries - but the system is not responding. Casey is pressing me against the server room doorframe, and I am not mitigating anything.
I am grabbing the front of her t-shirt and pulling her closer. Her mouth is hot, desperate, moving against mine with a hunger that matches my own. It’s unpolished and overwhelming, erasing the phone call with my mother, the stress of the breach, the cold efficiency of the past days.
A needy sound escapes the back of my throat. I would be mortified if I had any cognitive function left. Casey groans against my lips, the vibration running straight through my chest.
She pulls back just enough to change the angle, her lips dragging across mine until she captures my bottom lip between her teeth. The frantic energy bleeds out, replaced by a slow, rolling heat.
I slide my hands up from her t-shirt hem, feeling the muscles of her abdomen contract under my palms as I trace higher. Over her ribs. Along the curve of her back.
Her hand leaves the doorframe. It slides down my arm, leaving heat in its wake, before settling on my waist. I arch into her touch. She responds by pressing me harder against the doorframe. Her thigh slides between my legs, and for a moment everything goes white-hot and urgent…
Then, the crushing pressure eases. Her lips soften against mine. The kiss slows down, becoming a lazy, devastating exploration. She nips at my lower lip, then soothes it with her tongue. If she weren’t pinning me to the doorframe, I would slide to the floor.
My fingers find the hair at the back of her neck, nails scratching lightly at her scalp, and she shudders. The reaction emboldens me. I do it again, deliberate this time, and she makes a sound, half-growl, half-groan, that vibrates in my core.
The kiss deepens again. Her tongue traces the seam of my lips, and I open for her without hesitation.
Time stops meaning anything.
Her lips leave mine, trailing along my jaw, finding a sensitive spot just below my ear. I tilt my head back, giving her access, and her mouth drags down the column of my neck.
I gasp for air, my hands still in her hair, holding her there, encouraging what she’s doing even though I can barely process it through the haze of want. She hums against my throat, and the vibration makes my knees buckle.
Her arm tightens around my waist, holding me up, and somehow that - the casual strength, the assumption that she’ll catch me - undoes me more than anything else.
The kiss gentles, then stops. She doesn’t pull away, just rests her forehead against mine. Our breaths mingle in the small space - ragged, shallow gasps. She pulls me into a hug, tucking my head under her chin.
I wrap my arms around her ribs and bury my face in the soft cotton of her t-shirt. I squeeze my eyes shut, letting the solid thump-thump-thump of her heartbeat steady my own.
For a minute, we stand there. No deadlines. No expectations. Just the quiet hum of the servers and the strength of her arms holding me up.
“We should… we need to…” Her voice is wrecked.
“I know…” I mumble into her chest, making no effort to move. I don’t want to know.
But she’s right. We need to… What? Stop? Go back to work? Pretend this didn’t just recalibrate every priority I’ve built my life around.
She exhales a long breath, her ribs expanding against me, then squeezes me once before stepping back. The loss of contact is physical. A sudden drop in temperature.
I try to summon the CTO.
“Right,” I say, clearing my throat. “Logs.”
“Logs,” Casey agrees.
Her eyes are dark, pupils blown wide, lips swollen and red. A surge of possessive satisfaction flares in my chest.
We walk back to the monitoring station in silence, but the air has changed. It’s thick. Charged. Every movement feels amplified. I sit in my chair. She sits in hers. We are technically working. I am reviewing traffic patterns. Casey is running a script.
But every thirty seconds, I feel her gaze on the side of my face. When I turn, she holds my eyes and smiles - a slow, crooked lifting of the corner of her mouth that makes my stomach flip - and goes back to typing.
I turn back to my screen, intending to run a simple command on the logs. My fingers hit the keys. auth_failllllll I stare at the screen. My hands are shaking. I hit backspace aggressively, conscious of her gaze on my neck. I clear my throat, abandoning the command line for a safer topic.
I make myself explain the client communication strategy Vincent wants to implement, but Casey’s watching me with an inscrutable expression.
“Are you listening?” I ask.
“Mm-hmm.” Her eyes drop to my mouth. “Every word.”
“Casey.”
“Olivia.” She smirks. “You were saying something about transparency protocols.”
“I was.”
“Keep going. I’m riveted.” She leans back in her chair, stretching her arms overhead. Her t-shirt rides up, exposing a strip of abdomen, and I forget what I was saying entirely.
When I look up, she’s watching me with that crooked smile. “You were saying?”
The work continues. We call out our findings, cross-referencing data, and building the audit trail. Hours pass in a blur of stolen glances and heightened awareness.
My leg is bouncing under the desk. I have too much energy. The caffeine, the adrenaline, the kiss - it’s all buzzing under my skin.
I stand up to stretch. I roll my shoulders, tilt my head from side to side, trying to work out the tension. Casey spins her chair around to watch me. She loops an ankle over her knee, looking entirely too relaxed for someone who turned my world upside down.
I pace the small length of the room. Four steps to the glass wall. Turn. Four steps back.
“You’re pacing,” Casey observes.
“My back hurts. And my brain is spinning.”
“We’re almost there, Princess.”
I stop mid-stride. I turn to face her, crossing my arms. “You keep calling me that.”
Casey blinks, unfazed. “Princess?”
“Yes.” I tilt my chin up. “I’m not a damsel, Casey. I don’t need saving.” My tone is brittle - a defensive reflex honed by years of being the only woman in the room, the only one who had to prove she belonged.
Casey studies me. No sign of offense. Just… thoughtfulness.
“I know you don’t,” she says quietly. “I’ve watched you do it for ten years. I’ve watched you walk into rooms full of suits who tried to talk over you, and I’ve watched you cut them down with three sentences and a smile.” She uncrosses her legs and leans forward, elbows on her knees.
“I call you Princess because of the way you carry yourself,” she continues, her voice rough. “Even when the building is burning down. Even when you sleigh all day. You don’t just walk into a room, Olivia. You own it. You make the rest of us look like we’re broadcasting in standard definition.”
She shrugs, a helpless, honest gesture.
“And because you’re fucking gorgeous. Let’s be real.”
My defenses crumble. They don’t just fall; they turn into dust and blow away. I stare at her. My brain has stopped processing language. All I can hear is fucking gorgeous and the gravelly edge to her voice.
I don’t think.
I cross the two steps between us.
Casey looks up, a smile forming. “What are you…”
My hands find the armrests of her chair, bracketing her in. I press my mouth to hers, pouring all the confusion and gratitude and attraction into the contact. She makes a surprised sound, and then her hands are on my waist, gripping firmly.
“Come here,” she growls.
She tugs my hips. I follow the momentum and land in her arms with an undignified oof. The chair groans under our combined weight, wheels skidding on the anti-static floor. She catches me easily, adjusting me until I’m settled across her thighs. It’s a tight fit.
My legs drape over the armrest, the dress riding up high on my thighs. I hook one arm around her neck to anchor myself as the chair shifts on its wheels, the precariousness only adding to the rush.
It’s undignified. It’s unprofessional. It’s perfect.
I curl, pressing my chest against hers. I kiss her like I’m trying to breathe her in. Casey makes a low, guttural noise that vibrates against my ribs. Her arms lock around me. One hand presses into the small of my back, keeping me steady.
The kiss is frantic, breathless. Teeth and tongue and heat. The hard metal of her belt buckle presses into my side; the solid warmth of her thighs burns beneath mine.
Her other hand rests on my knee. Then, slowly, deliberately, her fingers flex. I shudder as her palm slides up, over the sheer nylon. Her hand is warm, sending sparks shooting up my spine. She grips my thigh, her thumb tracing a slow, maddening circle against the skin just above the hem.
I arch into her, breaking the kiss to gasp for air, my head falling back against her shoulder. Her lips trail down my jawline, finding the spot beneath my ear. She kisses the pulse point there, and I feel her hand slide higher.
Her forehead drops to my shoulder. “You’re going to kill me.”
“Is that a complaint?”
“Absolutely not.” She lifts her head, and the fire in her eyes - dark and wanting and barely controlled - ignites a coil of heat low in my belly. “Just an observation.”
We stay there, foreheads pressed together, breathing hard, trying to remember why stopping is a good idea. Heat radiates off her face.
She squeezes my thigh once - firmly, possessively - then slowly withdraws her hand. She smooths the skirt of my dress down, a gesture that feels surprisingly tender given the circumstances.
She looks at me. “If we don’t stop now,” she says, her voice strained, “I’m going to take you right here in this chair. And while that sounds fantastic, you deserve better than a server room.
My heart is hammering against my ribs so hard I’m sure she can feel it. A part of me wants to argue. To tell her I don’t care about ‘better.’ But she’s right.
“Okay,” I whisper. “We stop.”
Neither of us moves. I’m still perched in her lap, my arm around her neck, her hand resting innocently on my waist now.
“In a minute,” she amends.
“In a minute,” I agree.
I lean back in, capturing her lips for one last, lingering kiss.




Casey

Physics is a cruel mistress.
The law of inertia states that an object at rest stays at rest, and right now, with Olivia curled in my lap and her head on my shoulder, I would very much like to stay at rest for the next three to five business days.
But the law of biology is currently screaming at me. I have been wearing these jeans for thirty hours. I have ingested nothing but vending machine coffee and turkey club sandwiches. And while Olivia smells like vanilla and expensive perfume, I am acutely aware that I probably smell like ozone and stress sweat.
She untangles herself from me with a reluctance that makes my chest ache. She slides off my lap and stands up, smoothing down the green dress that is going to haunt my dreams for the foreseeable future. I stand up too, my joints popping in protest.
“So…” She glances at the screens. “We’re stable for tonight. Diana’s monitoring.”
“Yeah. We should go.”
Olivia pulls out her phone, firing off a text to Vincent - her thumbs fly across the screen.
I pull out mine and open the team chat.
Casey: System’s stable. Encrypted bypass holding.
Audrey: You’re still there??
Casey: Leaving now. Night-night, Audrey.
I grab my laptop bag. She grabs her coat.
We don’t talk as we walk out through the server room, past the empty cubicles. After hours in climate control, the cold night air is a shock to the system.
“So,” I say, turning to her on the sidewalk.
“So.” She wraps her coat tighter.
The wind bites at my face, waking me up. The words bubble up before I can check them.
“You could…” I stop. Come over? To my apartment? The one with the half-empty beer bottles on the coffee table? The one where Pixel has undoubtedly dragged a pair of my underwear into the living room? And me? I need a shower that lasts for an hour. I need to brush my teeth until my gums bleed. I can’t invite her back to my cave when I’m currently a walking biohazard.
“I could?” Olivia asks, stepping closer. Her eyes are hopeful. Too hopeful. I clear my throat, shoving my hands into my pockets. “I was going to say, you could get a cab.”
The disappointment in her eyes is fleeting, but it kills me.
“Right,” she says, voice carefully neutral. “My car’s in a parking lot. Two blocks over. No cab needed.”
An awkward silence stretches between us. I’ve ruined this. I’ve taken the moment and crushed it under the weight of my insecurity and the fact that I smell like a server rack.
“Olivia.” She looks up. “I need to go home,” I say, being honest because I owe her that. My brain is screaming at me.
You idiot. She’s right there. Invite her over. You could shower together. Problem solved. And who cares about beer bottles? She’s seen you sleep in a chair. She’s not going to judge your coffee table.
But the other part of my brain - the part that remembers being fourteen and overhearing my mother tell my aunt that I “could clean up nice if I tried” - that part won’t let me invite Olivia back to my rent-controlled disaster zone. Not like this. Not when I’m running on fumes and can barely string two thoughts together. Not when she deserves…
“Casey?”
I blink. She’s watching me with concern now. I’ve been standing here having an entire crisis while she waits for me to finish a sentence.
“I’ve been in these clothes since yesterday. I need to feed my cats before they eat my face. And I need to rest. You do, too.”
She softens instantly. “God, Casey. Of course. I’m sorry. I kept you here all day.”
“I’m not complaining.”
“But it’s Christmas Eve. I made you work through the entire day.”
She looks genuinely stricken. The guilt is etched into the set of her mouth.
“Hey.” I step closer, invading her personal space again because I can’t help it. I reach out and tuck that loose strand of hair behind her ear. She leans into the touch. “You didn’t make me do anything. I came back because I wanted to.”
I pause, making sure she’s listening. She manages a small smile.
“Besides,” I add, lowering my voice. “Best Christmas Eve I’ve had in a decade.”
Her breath hitches. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
She looks beautiful and exhausted and completely out of my league, and yet, she’s looking at me like I’m the only heat source in the city.
She bites her lip, looking guilty again. “I hate to ask this…” She hesitates. “Could you come back tomorrow morning? Just for a few hours. I want to run one more diagnostic, make sure everything’s holding. I could call whoever’s on-call, but they’re not up to speed with everything we did today, and I don’t want to…”
“What time?” I ask, cutting off her spiral.
“Nine? Maybe ten?” She looks uncertain. “Whatever works for you.”
“Nine’s good. I’ll be here.”
Her relief is visible. “Thank you. I know it’s Christmas…”
“It’s fine, Olivia. Really.”
She reaches out and squeezes my hand. Her fingers curl around mine, squeezing tight, leather against wool. “Get some sleep, Casey,” she whispers.
“You too, Princess.”
She smiles - a bright flash that warms me all the way to my toes - and I watch until she disappears around the corner toward the parking garage.
◆◆◆
 
The key doesn’t even turn in the lock before the screaming begins.
I push the door open and am immediately assaulted by the Council of Judgment. Pixel is standing on the back of the sofa, yowling at a frequency that suggests I have starved him for a decade. Byte is sitting by his empty food bowl, looking like a disappointed Victorian father.
“I know, I know,” I say, dropping my bag on the floor. “I’m a monster. I abandoned you. Call the authorities.”
Pixel jumps down and weaves between my legs, actively tripping me. It’s an assassination attempt masquerading as affection.
“If you kill me, no one opens the cans,” I remind him, stepping carefully over his tail.
I move to the kitchen on autopilot. Crack open two cans of salmon paté -because I’m buying their forgiveness - and dump it into their bowls. The screaming stops, replaced by the wet, smacking sound of enthusiastic eating.
“You’re welcome,” I mutter.
I lean against the counter, watching them eat. My apartment is quiet. It smells like stale air and cat food - a sharp contrast to the vanilla scent etched into my olfactory memory.
I check my hands. I need to shed this skin. I strip off the leather jacket, the boots, the socks that should be burned. I peel off the jeans and the t-shirt, leaving a trail of exhausted clothing leading to the bathroom.
I turn the shower on as hot as it will go. I want to be scalded. When I step under the spray, I groan. The heat hits my frozen shoulders, and the tension of the last thirty-six hours melts away, swirling down the drain with the dust of the server room.
I grab the soap and scrub - my arms, my chest, my neck. I wash my hair twice, digging my fingers into my scalp, trying to massage away the headache that’s been lurking since noon.
I close my eyes, letting the water beat against my face. And immediately, she’s there. The image of Olivia in that green dress, perched on my lap, head thrown back, throat exposed. My breath hitches. I’m exhausted. My body aches in places I forgot existed.
I should just wash up and collapse into bed. But my brain isn’t cooperating.
It’s replaying the friction of her tights against my jeans. The ragged catch in her throat when my hand slid up her thigh. The sound she made - that low, desperate whimper - when I pulled her against me.
My hand moves lower. I shouldn’t. I really shouldn’t. But the memory of her weight in my lap is a physical ache. I press my forehead against the wet tile, the water drumming against my back, and let myself go there. I think about the softness of her skin. The grip of her fingers into my shoulders, holding on for dear life. I fantasize about what would’ve happened if we hadn’t stopped. If I had slid my hand just a few inches higher.
A ragged gasp tears out of my throat. My hips buck forward, chasing the phantom friction. I imagine her unzipped. I imagine her taste. I imagine unraveling that perfect, polished composure until she’s gasping my name.
It doesn’t take long. It’s messy and fast and overwhelming, leaving me panting against the tile, my knees shaking for an entirely different reason now. I stay there for a long time, letting the water run cold, watching the steam curl against the ceiling.
“Jesus,” I whisper to the empty shower.
I turn off the water and step out, wrapping a towel around me. I wipe the steam off the mirror and study my reflection. My eyes are bloodshot. I look wrecked.
I think about how I acted in that office. Where the hell did that come from? I am Casey Hobbs. I hide in the server room. I avoid eye contact. I get nervous when the barista asks me how my day is going.
But with her… something snaps. She challenges me. Like her need creates a vacuum that I have to fill with confidence I don’t actually feel. On the outside, I was the steady one. The one guiding her, holding her, stopping things before they went too far.
On the inside? My insides were absolute soup. Every time she looked at me with those big, hopeful eyes, my heart stopped. Every time she touched me, I felt like I was going to hyperventilate. It took every ounce of willpower I had to keep my hands steady, to keep my voice calm.
I was terrified. I’m still terrified.
I towel off aggressively, shoving those thoughts into the same box where I keep my fear of heights and my tax returns.
Focus on the mission. Fix the code. Don’t fall in love.
Too late.
I groan, pulling on a clean pair of boxers and an oversized t-shirt. I stumble into the bedroom and face-plant onto the mattress. Pixel immediately jumps onto the small of my back, kneading his claws into my spine. Byte curls up against my calf, a ten-pound anchor. I don’t move them.
“Wake me up at seven,” I mumble into the pillow. “Or I’m selling you to a circus.”
Pixel purrs, a deep rumble that rattles through my ribs. I close my eyes, and for the first time in a week, the anxiety is quiet.




Olivia

Christmas morning was supposed to taste like anxiety and weak tea. I should’ve been waking up in my childhood bedroom and steeling myself for a day of forced smiles and subtle interrogations about my life choices.
Instead, it tastes like dark chocolate and sea salt. I am standing in my kitchen at 7:00 AM, wearing silk pajamas and an apron, watching the oven timer count down. The apartment smells divine - melted butter, vanilla bean, and the rich, bitter note of 70% cocoa.
I hum along to the jazz playlist drifting from the speakers. I should be stressed. The legacy gateway is technically still in a fragile state. I have to go into the office on a federal holiday. My mother is currently furious with me. But I am… light. Buoyant. Like a helium balloon straining against a string.
Since Starbucks is closed and the fancy bakery down the street is dark, I’ve taken matters into my own hands. I don’t cook much - cooking is an art, full of “pinch of this” and “season to taste,” and I find that stressful. But baking? Baking is chemistry. It’s precision. It’s following a protocol to achieve a predictable, perfect result.
The timer beeps. I pull the tray out. Twelve perfect cookies - edges crisp, centers soft, studded with chunks of dark chocolate. I sprinkle flake salt over them while they’re still hot.
Next, the coffee. The grinder whirs to life, filling the kitchen with the bright, floral scent of jasmine and bergamot - a sharp contrast to the rich chocolate hanging in the air. I pour heated water over the grounds in the French press and set a timer. Four minutes.
While it steeps, I reach into the back of the cupboard for the final touch.
I pull down two heavy ceramic mugs glazed in a deep, iridescent red. They have gold rims and twisted ribbon handles.
When the timer beeps, I press the plunger down slowly. I pour the dark liquid into a thermos, adding a splash of homemade salted caramel syrup - another chemistry experiment that turned out surprisingly well. I seal the thermos tight and nestle it into my tote bag alongside the mugs, wrapping them in linen napkins to keep them from clinking.
Perfect.
My phone rings on the counter. The lightness in my chest deflates a fraction. I wipe my flour-dusted hands on a towel and pick it up.
“Merry Christmas, Mom.”
“Merry Christmas, Olivia.”
Her voice is brittle. It’s the tone she uses when she’s decided to be a martyr.
“We’re just sitting down to breakfast.”
“That sounds lovely,” I say, keeping my voice bright.
“It is. It’s a shame you aren’t here. But I suppose your… servers… are more important.”
She says servers the way one might say drug habit. Last night, when I called to cancel, she cried. Today, she has moved on to cold punishment.
“It’s a security compliance issue, Mom. If I don’t fix it, the company could be fined. It’s not a choice.”
“There’s always a choice, Olivia. You prioritize what you love.”
The words are meant to sting. They’re meant to make me feel small and selfish, a lonely career woman choosing a hard drive over her flesh and blood. But as I look around my apartment, the sting doesn’t land.
She’s right. You prioritize what you love.
And the thought of sitting in that basement, drinking coffee with Casey, listening to the hum of the fans and her rough, dry humor…
“I have to go, Mom,” I say, and for the first time in years, the apology isn’t authentic. It’s polite. “Give Dad my love. I’ll send the gifts by courier tomorrow.”
“Oh. I see. Well. We’ll just… manage without you.”
“I know you will. Have a good day.”
I hang up. I wait for the guilt. The crushing weight of being the Bad Daughter. It doesn’t come. Instead, a wave of relief washes over me so profound I almost laugh. I’m not going. I’m not sitting at that table.
I’m free.
I pack the cookies into a tin lined with parchment paper. I add two Honeycrisp apples and a wedge of aged white cheddar. I raid the deli drawer and find a sealed pack of prosciutto and a container of marcona almonds. I toss in a box of rosemary crackers from the pantry.
Then, I go to dress. I stand in my closet, surveying the rows of suits and blazers. No. Not today.
I pull out a black sweater dress. It’s a soft knit that hugs my curves without being overt, woven with a subtle silver thread. It glitters, but darkly. Like the night sky. I put it on, smoothing the fabric over my hips.
I reach for the drawer where I keep my standard opaque tights. My hand drifts. My fingers brush against the silkier texture in the next divider. Thigh-highs. Lace tops.
I pull them out. It’s a hidden variable, I tell myself as I roll the sheer black nylon up my legs. A secret just for me. But as the lace band snaps into place against my upper thigh, leaving a strip of bare skin exposed, I know I’m lying. I’m not dressing for myself. I’m dressing for the possibility of a hand sliding higher than it should.
I pair the stockings with the same tall black boots from yesterday - mostly because I saw how Casey looked at them when my legs were draped over the arm of that chair.
I sit at my vanity. Usually, the hair goes up. A bun, a twist, a clip. A severe style that says don’t touch me. I pick up the brush and run it through the waves. My hair is thick, falling past my shoulders in loose curls. I leave it down.
I lean into the mirror. My eyes are bright. My skin is flushed, alive. I look like a woman going on a date. Because I am. I mean, technically, I am going to a secure facility to decrypt a kernel.
But emotionally…
I grab the bag with the food, the thermos, and the laptop.
My car is the only one on the road as I navigate the quiet avenues. The radio is playing “Silent Night,” but I turn it off. I prefer the quiet hum of the engine and the racing beat of my heart.
I pull up to the main entrance of the Cognitex building and steer the Audi toward the ramp for the underground garage. I reach up and tap the transponder clipped to my visor, praying it registers. Yesterday, in my rush to play hero, I’d realized halfway to the office that I’d left my access card in my work bag, forcing me to park in the public lot two blocks away. A rookie mistake that cost me a freezing walk.
The reader beeps, the heavy steel gate rolls up with a mechanical groan, and I glide down the ramp. It’s usually packed with Teslas and BMWs, but today it’s a ghost town. My headlights sweep over rows of empty spaces until I reach the spot marked RESERVED - CTO.
I step out and reach into the back seat. A low, throaty rumble bounces off the concrete walls. It amplifies, vibrating in my chest. I go still. Twin headlights cut through the gloom. A motorcycle banks smoothly around the concrete pillar, the rider leaning into the turn with casual, terrifying grace.
Vintage chrome and black metal, loud and dangerous against the gray backdrop. The rider is all in black. Leather jacket, dark jeans, heavy boots.
Casey spots my car and straightens out, the engine’s growl dropping to a rhythmic, echoing idle as she rolls toward me. She maneuvers the heavy bike with an ease that speaks of years of practice - a physical competence that makes my mouth go dry.
She dismounts in one fluid motion. I watch, transfixed, as she lifts the helmet off. She gives her head a quick shake. Dark hair, messy and flattened, falls over her forehead. She pushes it back, then looks at me.
A slow, lazy smile spreads across her face. Her cheeks are flushed red from the cold ride; her eyes bright.
“Morning,” she calls out, her voice rough, echoing in the empty garage.
My knees do a traitorous wobble. Even after the suit - I wasn’t prepared for this.
This is a data point I don’t know how to process.
Casey in leather isn’t a fashion statement; it’s a necessity. She looks jagged and kinetic and terrifyingly attractive.
“You rode a motorcycle,” I say, abandoning my car to walk toward her. The click of my heels is sharp, almost aggressive in the quiet. “In December.”
“Roads are dry,” she says, leaning back against the seat, ankles crossed. She rests a hand on the gas tank. “And Ethel hates being cooped up.”
I blink. “Ethel?”
“She’s loud,” Casey says, patting the tank, “she leaks fluids if you don’t pay attention to her, and she’s extremely temperamental in the mornings.”
A laugh surprises me, bubbling up before I can check it. “She sounds charming.”
“She has her moments.”
The laughter fades, absorbed by the concrete walls, and silence rushes back in to fill the space. My brain cycles through available options.
Handshake? Absurd. Hug? Too friendly. Kiss? Too risky?
I shift my weight. Casey shifts hers.
She takes a half-step toward me, then stops, her boots scraping against the pavement. I make a move to uncross my arms. We are two highly intelligent women who manage complex systems for a living, and we have absolutely no idea what to do with our hands.
Her gaze drops to my mouth, lingers there for a heavy second, then snaps back up to my eyes. She clears her throat, looking suddenly unsure.
I don’t wait a moment longer. I step into her space, wrap my arms around her neck, and pull her down.
I kiss her - a greeting, a claim, and a surrender all at once. Casey makes a low noise in her throat, and her arms come around my waist, hauling me against the hard leather of her jacket.
Her lips are cold, but her mouth is hot, moving against mine with a familiarity that makes my head spin.
I press closer, seeking the warmth beneath the leather, ignoring the bite of the cold zipper against my chest. Casey accepts the weight, her stance widening to brace us both. Her hands slide up my back - broad, firm palms that feel impossibly solid even through my coat. I whimper into her mouth, my fingers gripping the collar of her jacket, holding on for dear life as the world narrows down to the friction of her lips.
When she finally pulls back, it’s only by inches. Casey rests her forehead against mine, her eyes squeezed shut, her hands framing my face, thumbs stroking my cheekbones.
“Okay,” she rasps, her voice wrecked. “Okay.”
“Okay,” I echo, though I have no idea what we’re agreeing to.
She runs her thumb over my lower lip, tracing its shape.
“Merry Christmas, Olivia.”
“Merry Christmas, Casey.”




Casey

I am being seduced by a thermos.
Well, technically, by the contents of the thermos, but the woman pouring it isn’t helping matters.
“This isn’t coffee,” I say, taking a sip from the ceramic mug Olivia brought from her apartment. I let the liquid hit my tongue - rich, floral, zero bitterness. “This is a religious experience.”
“It’s an Ethiopian blend,” Olivia says, settling into the chair next to me. She’s watching me with a pleased, proprietary expression. “Washed process. Medium roast.”
“If you told me you brewed it with holy water, I’d believe you.” I take another sip, caffeine hitting my bloodstream, mixing with the buzz that hasn’t left my system since she kissed me in the parking garage.
We are back in the basement. The door is closed. The servers are humming. The world outside is celebrating Christmas, exchanging gifts, and arguing over turkeys.
But in here? In here, it’s just the blue light of the monitors, the smell of expensive coffee, and Olivia Cooper looking like a dark angel in a dress that glitters with every breath she takes.
“Cookie?” She offers the tin. I take one. It’s still warm. I bite into it, and the dark chocolate melts on my tongue, the flake of sea salt cutting through the sweetness perfectly.
I groan. It’s embarrassing, but I can’t help it.
“Marry me,” I say around the mouthful of chocolate.
Olivia laughs - that bright, unguarded sound I’m becoming addicted to. “Excuse me?”
“I’m serious,” I say, pointing a crumb-dusted finger at her. “I’m a catch. I have a rent-controlled apartment. Two cats who are only moderately feral. A motorcycle that starts eighty percent of the time.” I tick them off on my fingers. “I can fix anything with a motor. And…” I gesture at myself with the cookie, “…I clean up decently.”
“Decently,” she repeats, her lips twitching.
“I said what I said.”
“You showed up at the Christmas party in a suit and made me forget how to speak.”
“That was the sleep deprivation.”
“That was the suit.” She’s grinning now, playing along. “What else is on this résumé?”
“I make excellent scrambled eggs. I will kill any spider you point out to me. I run warm, so you’d never be cold.” I pause, pretending to think. “I’m a good kisser. But you should verify that independently. For science.”
“For science,” she echoes, her voice dropping.
“Peer review is important.”
The laughter fades, but the warmth doesn’t. She’s watching me with that expression again, and I feel seen in a way I’m not sure I’ve earned.
I stare down at the cookie in my hand. Safer than looking at her.
“I don’t do this,” I say. “The hoping thing. I’m more of a ‘watch it pass by and pretend I didn’t want it anyway’ type.” I shrug. “Self-preservation. Very healthy. Highly recommended by no therapist ever.”
“Casey…”
“But I don’t want to do that with you.” I force myself to meet her eyes. “Just so we’re clear.”
She holds my gaze. Doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t fill the silence with reassurances or deflections.
“We’re clear,” she says quietly.
The moment stretches, warm and terrifying.
I clear my throat.
“So. When we’re done here, when the system’s stable and we’re not eating cookies in a basement…” I pause, suddenly aware of how fast my heart is beating. “Let me take you to dinner.”
Olivia tilts her head. “Are you asking me on a date, Casey?”
“I’m trying to. It’s going terribly. You could help by saying yes.”
She leans back in her chair, crossing her arms. The movement pulls the neckline taut, exposing a dangerous amount of skin.
“You realize I brought you artisanal coffee, homemade cookies, and a cheese board. On Christmas morning. In a dress I spent twenty minutes picking out.”
I blink. “I…”
“And you showed up freshly showered, smelling like… sandalwood?”
“It’s just soap.”
“Mhm.” She’s smirking now - a dangerous, cat-got-the-cream expression. “Face it, stud. We’re already on a date.”
The word hits me like a power surge. I feel the heat rise up my neck, betraying me instantly. I clear my throat, desperate for a shred of dignity.
“Stud?” I manage, my voice strangled.
Olivia laughs. She isn’t apologetic; she’s delighted.
“If ‘stud’ is too retro,” she teases, tapping a finger against her chin, “I could pivot. How about… stallion?”
I groan, dropping my head into my hands. “Oh, gods.”
“It fits,” she insists, voice dropping to a playful register. Her gaze lands on my chest, then lower, before snapping back up. “You ride a motorcycle. You wear leather. You have that whole ‘lone wolf’ energy.”
I look up. She’s biting her lip to keep from laughing, but her eyes are hot.
“You are enjoying this way too much,” I accuse her.
“I am enjoying watching you blush,” she corrects. She reaches out, her hand landing on my forearm.
Two can play this game.
I turn my arm over, catching her hand in mine. I lace our fingers together, squeezing gently, and lean in until our knees knock together.
“Careful, Princess,” I murmur, dropping my voice to that rough pitch that I know - I know - she likes. “You keep calling me a stallion, and I might think you want to go for a ride.”
Olivia’s breath hitches. The smirk vanishes, replaced by a sharp intake of air. Her pupils dilate, swallowing the green.
“Is that an offer?” she whispers.
“It’s a threat,” I promise.
I lift her hand to my mouth and press a kiss to her knuckles, keeping my eyes locked on hers the entire time. She doesn’t pull away; if anything, her fingers curl, holding on to me. I lower her hand but keep it clasped in mine, resting both on my knee.
“You know,” I say, looking around the room. “This isn’t exactly how I envisioned our first date.”
“No?” Her voice is a little breathless.
“No. In my head, there were white tablecloths. Candlelight.” I huff a laugh. “Probably a wine list I’d have to Google under the table. But,” I add, tightening my grip on her hand, “I still want to take you out. Properly.”
“I’d like that,” she says. “As long as you pick me up on the bike.”
“Done.”
She smiles, looking satisfied. “Then it’s a date. Part two.”
I squeeze her hand one last time before pulling away.
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” I say, nodding toward the monitors where the terminal cursor is blinking. “But we have one hurdle left.”
Olivia sighs - a long, dramatic exhale that deflates her posture. “The stress test.”
She straightens up. It’s fascinating to watch. In the span of a second, the soft, flirtatious woman who was just calling me a stallion recedes, and the CTO steps back into the foreground. Her spine lengthens. Her expression sharpens. She pulls the keyboard closer.
“Alright,” she says, her voice crisp. “Let’s break it.”
“That’s the spirit.”
I turn back to my screen. “I’ve queued up a synthetic load. It’s going to simulate peak holiday traffic - about five thousand concurrent requests per second. If the encrypted tunnel holds, we’ll see a slight latency spike, but no packet loss.”
“And if it doesn’t hold?”
“Then the gateway crashes, we lose the node, and I spend Christmas afternoon rewriting the kernel while you feed me cookies to keep me from crying.”
“Let’s aim for the first option, then.”
“Agreed.”
“I’ll update Vincent.” She’s already reaching for her laptop. “How long does the simulation run?”
“Forty-five minutes.”
She types. I launch the simulation. The fans in the rack spin up to a high-pitched whine, like a jet engine preparing for takeoff. On the screen, the graph spikes vertically. The red line of incoming traffic shoots up, hitting the ceiling of the chart.
Forty-five minutes is a long time in server years. It’s an eternity in human ones when you’re sitting next to the person who turned your world upside down.
“So,” I say, spinning my chair to face her. “If the gateway hadn’t choked… where would you be right now?”
Olivia sighs, leaning her head back against the headrest. She closes her eyes, grimacing. “I’d be sitting in my parents’ dining room,” she says. “On my third glass of wine, listening to my mother imply that my career is the reason I don’t have children.”
“Ouch.”
“It’s a tradition,” she says dryly. “Like stockings, but with more passive-aggression. I’d be trapped between the turkey and the guilt trip.”
She looks over at me. “What about you?”
“Me?” I take a sip of coffee. “I’d be at my parents’ place, too. Adam - my older brother - would be explaining to me why I should buy a truck instead of a motorcycle. My dad would be making jokes about my flannel. And I’d be calculating the exact moment I could leave.”
Olivia smiles, but it’s a soft, sad thing. “We’re a real pair of holiday tragedies, aren’t we?”
“Complete disasters.”
“I’m glad I’m here,” she admits. “I mean, I hate that the system failed. But I’m glad I’m not at that table.”
“Me too. Do you think…” I start, then hesitate.
“Think what?”
“Do you think we would have happened? If not for this?”
Olivia studies me. “I still had your jacket,” she says.
“You did.”
“And I wasn’t planning on mailing it. I was going to bring it to you. Eventually.”
I snort.
“And you?” she challenges. “If I had walked down here next week to return the jacket… would you have asked me out?”
I take her in. The silver thread in her dress. The intelligence in her eyes. The memory of her taste still lingers on my tongue.
“I like to believe I would have tried,” I say. “I probably would have stumbled over my words, called you ‘ma’am’ by accident, and then spent three weeks beating myself up about it.”
She reaches out, her hand finding mine on the armrest. She laces her fingers through mine.
“Then the server didn’t make this happen,” she says firmly. “It just saved us some time.”
We sit like that for a while, talking about nothing and everything. She tells me about her obsession with glass-blowing videos. I tell her about the time I accidentally adopted the cats. We trade war stories about corporate life - the absurd meetings, the buzzwords we hate, the people we admire.
Eventually, a soft chime cuts through the air. We both turn to the screen. The graph has flattened. The synthetic load has dropped to zero. The logs are green, clean, and beautiful.
Simulation Complete.
Status: STABLE.
“Well,” I say, letting out a long breath. “That’s it. We’re clear.”
Olivia sits up straight, the tension draining out of her shoulders. She beams at the screen, then at me.
“Green across the board,” she says, grabbing her phone. “Let me update everyone real quick.”
The work is done. The holiday crisis is officially over.
Now comes the scary part. Real life.




Olivia

The text to Vincent delivers. Crisis resolved. Merry Christmas.
I lock my phone and set it down on the desk. The screen goes black, and with it, the urgent, driving purpose that has fueled us.
Suddenly, the room feels very quiet. It’s just a basement again - just rows of blinking lights and the hum of cooling fans.
And us.
My gaze finds Casey. She’s leaning back in her chair, one boot resting on the knee of her other leg, watching me. The urgency has drained out of her face, leaving her looking tired but relaxed. Anxiety spikes, sudden and clumsy. Technically, we’re done. Protocol dictates that we pack up, say goodbye, and go our separate ways to salvage the remains of Christmas.
I hate that idea. I hate it so much it physically hurts. But I don’t know how to…
Casey clears her throat. She glances at the half-eaten spread on the desk. “You know,” she says, her voice casual but her eyes watchful. “It’s a federal crime to waste good cheese.”
I blink. “Is it?”
“Punishable by law. And there’s still half a thermos of that holy coffee left.” She looks at the food. “It’s a shame to pack it up now.”
Relief washes over me, warm and sweet. She doesn’t want to leave either.
“Well,” I say, leaning back in my chair and crossing my legs. “We certainly can’t have that. I’m a stickler for the law.”
Casey grins. “I noticed.”
I reach for a cracker, mostly to give my hands an activity that isn’t reaching for her.
“So,” I say, layering prosciutto onto the rosemary cracker with more focus than the task requires. “What does one do on Christmas morning in a server room? Besides violating federal cheese laws?”
“Well, we could run another diagnostic,” Casey suggests, deadpan. “Really push our luck.”
“Absolutely not.”
“We could reorganize the cable management in rack seven. It’s been bothering me for years.”
I give her a look. “Casey.”
“Or…” She sits up, reaching for the cheeseboard. “We could do the radical thing and just…” She cuts a slice of cheddar with the small knife I packed. “Sit here. Talk.”
“Okay.” I take a bite of the cracker. The salt and fat and herbs hit my tongue, and I make an appreciative sound before I can stop myself.
Casey’s pupils flare. “You do that a lot. Make noises when you eat.”
Heat climbs up my neck. “I do not.”
“You absolutely do.” She’s grinning again, enjoying my discomfort. “It’s distracting.”
“Distracting how?”
She holds my gaze. “Like I imagine what other contexts might make you sound like that.”
The cracker turns to sawdust in my mouth. I manage to swallow, then take a long sip of coffee to buy myself time.
“You can’t just say things like that,” I finally manage.
“Why not?”
“Because…” I stop. Because why?
Casey’s watching me with that patient expression, waiting for me to finish the thought. “Tell me something,” she says. “When you kept my jacket all week… what were you thinking about?”
The question lands like a depth charge. Heat floods my face, my chest, spreading down through my entire body. Because I know exactly what I was thinking about. The late nights when I’d press my face against the collar and let myself imagine…
“Olivia…” She reaches across the small space between our chairs and trails her fingers down my forearm.
“You.” The word comes out barely above a whisper. I force myself to hold her gaze. “I’d come back from meetings - terrible ones, usually. Ryan being Ryan, or the board pushing back, or… the weight of it all. And I’d sit in my chair, and your jacket would be there, and I’d… let myself pretend,” I finish. “That someone gave a shit. That I wasn’t alone in it.” I look down at where her hand rests on my wrist. “It sounds pathetic when I say it to you.”
Casey’s voice is rough. “It sounds lonely.”
The truth of it stings, but it’s a clean pain. Better than the numbness I’m used to.
I am lonely.
I come home to silence, to fairy lights that sparkle for an audience of one. I eat dinner on the terrace sometimes, pretending it’s peaceful and not just me avoiding the echo of my own footsteps.
I have colleagues. I have people who respect me. Vincent, who checks in. Sherry, who invites me to lunch. Diana, who takes me out for drinks.
But I don’t have someone who sees me at 2 AM when I can’t sleep, stress-eating chocolate and listening to true crime podcasts because the narrator’s voice makes the apartment less empty. I don’t have someone to pull the phone from my hand when my mother leaves her third message, each one a small barb wrapped in concern. I don’t have someone who knows that I buy sparkly things because they make me feel less invisible, or that I killed another succulent last month and actually cried about it because it felt like proof that I can’t keep anything alive, not even something that’s supposed to thrive on neglect.
I have a career. I have success.
But I go to bed alone, and I wake up alone, and somewhere along the way, I convinced myself that loneliness was just the price of ambition.
I blink, sudden pressure building behind my eyes.
“Hey.” Casey leans forward, her free hand coming up to cup my jaw, tilting my face toward hers. “Hey, I didn’t mean…”
“No, you’re right.” I lean into her palm. “I am lonely. I have been for a long time. I just got very good at pretending I wasn’t.”
Her thumb brushes across my cheekbone. “You don’t have to pretend with me.”
“I know.” And I do know. Somehow, I know. “But, I’m the CTO of a major company, Casey. I’m supposed to take care of myself.”
“Doesn’t mean you have to do it alone.” She pulls back just enough to reach for her coffee. “You know… I came up once to the executive floor to get my jacket back. And I saw you leaning into it.”
“You saw that?” Mortification floods through me.
“I did.” She sets the mug down, and when she looks at me, there’s a gentle understanding in her expression. “And my first instinct was to walk in there and just… hug the hell out of you.”
My breath catches.
“You looked exhausted. Overwhelmed.” She shakes her head. “I wanted to tell you that you didn’t have to carry all of it alone. That someone saw how hard you were working, how much you were dealing with.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“Because I’d just convinced myself I was making it all up.” She huffs a laugh. “I thought maybe I was reading into things. And showing up in your office to offer unsolicited emotional support seemed like a great way to get escorted out by security.”
“I wouldn’t have called security.”
“You might have called HR.”
Casey grins, and some of the heaviness lifts from the moment. “Besides, I had this fear that if I walked in there, I’d just end up under your desk after all.”
It takes my brain a second to process; if you were crawling under my desk, I’m pretty sure I would have noticed.
“Oh, no.” I drop my face into my free hand. “I was hoping you’d forget that.”
“No way.” She’s fully grinning now, incredibly pleased with herself. “It’s in the permanent record. Right next to ‘Olivia Cooper makes noises when she eats.’”
I want to kiss her. I want to climb back into her lap and stay there until the building opens tomorrow. I want to take her home and find out what she looks like in my bed, surrounded by fairy lights and sparkle.
But more than any of that, I want this - this honesty, this vulnerability, this feeling that I could tell her anything and she wouldn’t flinch.
Casey reaches for the last cookie at the same time I do, our fingers brushing.
“Go ahead. I already had three.”
“Only three?”
“Fine. Four.” She leans back, patting her belly. “But who’s counting?”
“Apparently not you.” I take the cookie and break it in half. “Split it?”
When the food is gone, and the coffee is nothing but dregs, I stand up, gathering the empty containers. Casey stands too, stacking the mugs.
We work in tandem - me closing the cookie tin, her wiping crumbs off the desk with a napkin.
“Seriously, though,” Casey says, screwing the cap back on the thermos. “Where did you learn to make coffee like that? It’s borderline illegal.”
“YouTube.”
She stops. “You’re joking.”
“I’m not. I went down a rabbit hole one night. Three hours of pour-over tutorials, and a very intense Norwegian man explaining water temperature.” I place the tin in my bag. “I may have also bought a $200 grinder.”
Casey laughs, shaking her head. She sets the thermos down and leans against the desk, crossing her arms. The movement pulls her t-shirt tight across her shoulders, and I have to redirect my attention actively to the cheeseboard.
“You don’t do anything halfway, do you?”
I pause, pretending to consider the question while I fold the napkins. But we both know what she’s asking. I set the napkins down and look at her.
“No,” I say. “I don’t.”
Casey’s eyelids lower, her arms uncrossing slowly. She extends her hand toward me - palm up, an invitation.
I take it.
She pulls me forward, and I go willingly, stepping into the space between her legs. Her other hand comes up to rest on my hip, fingers splaying against the knit fabric of my dress.
“I’m going to kiss you now,” Casey says, her voice rough. “Unless you have any objections.”
“No objections.” The words come out on a shiver of breath. “None at all.”
She tugs me closer with the hand on my hip, closing the last few inches between us, and kisses me.
Her hand slides from my hip to the small of my back, pressing me firmly against her. The kiss deepens. Her tongue traces my lower lip, and I open for her, tasting coffee and chocolate and her. A sound escapes me, and I feel her smile against my mouth.
“There it is,” she murmurs.
“Shut up.”
“Make me.”
So I do.
The kiss starts as a challenge, but it dissolves instantly into frantic desperation. Casey groans against my mouth, a low vibration that rattles my chest.
She pushes off the desk, breaking her relaxed pose, and the sudden shift in momentum makes me stumble. She releases my hand, her palm sliding to my waist to join the other. Her grip is firm, possessive. She pivots on her heel, twisting us around until my lower back bumps against the edge of the desk. Before I can find my footing, she tightens her grip and hoists me into the air.
I gasp, my hands flying to her shoulders to steady myself as she deposits me onto the hard laminate surface. The thermos cap clatters to the floor, forgotten.
She steps between my legs and presses her hips forward until she is flush against the V of my legs, locking me in place. My dress rides up, the fabric bunching high on my thighs, exposing my stockings.
“Casey,” I breathe, the name tearing out of my throat.
“Princess,” she murmurs against my skin.
Her hand slides up the inside of my knee, tracing the sheer nylon. She moves higher, past the mid-thigh, until her thumb catches on the delicate lace, then skates over the soft skin of my inner thigh.
She pulls back to look me in the eye, a dark, ruinous appreciation in her gaze.
“What,” she rasps, “do we have here?”




Casey

A hidden variable. An undocumented feature. A trap door to hell that I am happily throwing myself into.
My thumb brushes over the lace, then slides higher to the warm, bare skin of her thigh. The contact sends a shockwave through me that nearly buckles my knees. Olivia gasps, her head falling back, exposing the pulse in her throat. She arches off the desk, pressing into my touch, and for a second, my vision blurs.
I thought I knew the layout of this architecture. I thought Olivia was all sharp lines, opaque firewalls, and sensible fabrics. I didn’t know about the lace. I didn’t know she was walking around wearing this underneath.
I drop my head to bite the spot where her neck meets her shoulder. “You,” I rasp against her skin, sliding my hand higher, teasing the skin of her inner thigh, “are going to be the death of me.”
Instead of an answer, she lifts her legs, hooking her ankles firmly behind my back, locking me inside the cradle of her hips. She drags me forward, and I groan, burying my face in the curve of her neck. My hands tighten on her thighs, anchoring her as she grinds against me.
She is a force of nature.
Her hands, which had been clutching my shoulders, slide down my chest. She finds the hem of my t-shirt and shoves her hands underneath. Her palms are cool against my overheated skin. She slides them up my stomach, over my ribs, her nails gliding across my back. The sensation is electric. Her mouth finds my ear. She nips at the lobe, and my hips buck forward involuntarily.
I want to rip these stockings. I want to tear this dress down the middle.
I force my hands to stay on the periphery, tracing the dangerous territory without invading it. I drag my palms outward, gripping her hips, my thumbs digging into the soft flesh.
Olivia’s nails suddenly bite in. She rakes them down my back, stinging and sharp, demanding more. Her hands are frantic now. She releases my back and shoves her hands under the front of my t-shirt again, her palms flat and hot against my stomach. She bunches the fabric in her fists and pulls it upward, her knuckles grazing the underside of my breasts.
I’m lost in the haze. Logic has left the building.
I lift my arms.
Olivia leans back to get leverage. She pulls hard, throwing her weight backward with reckless abandon. She goes back too far. Too fast.
CRACK.
It’s a sickening, metallic sound.
Olivia flinches, her body seizing. A sharp hiss of pain escapes her teeth, and she drops my shirt, her hand flying to her shoulder. I freeze, my t-shirt bunched around my neck, my arms still half-raised.
“Dammit,” she wheezes, squeezing her eyes shut.
The haze vanishes.
I pull my shirt back down in one jerk and grab her upper arms. “Gods, you okay?”
She’s panting, her face contorted in a grimace. “Fine. I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine. That sounded like you broke the desk.”
“It was the monitor arm,” she admits through gritted teeth. She rolls her shoulder and winces. “I think I clipped my shoulder blade on the clamp.”
I wince in sympathy, my hands dropping from her waist to steady her arms. The heat in the room evaporates, replaced by the stark, ridiculous reality of our situation - two grown women currently panting and disheveled in a room that is kept at sixty-five degrees for the benefit of inanimate objects.
Olivia rests her forehead against my chest, letting out a long, defeated sigh.
“This is what we get,” she mumbles into my t-shirt.
“For what?”
“For trying to have a romantic interlude on office furniture.”
I huff a laugh, the sound vibrating through my chest. She pulls back to meet my eyes. Her hair is sticking up on one side. Her lips are swollen. She is thoroughly unimpressed with herself.
She looks around the room, and her eyes snap to the upper corner, near the entrance. Her hands grip my biceps hard enough to bruise.
“Casey.” Her voice drops to a horrified whisper.
“Yeah?”
“The camera.” She nods toward the ceiling-mounted black dome by the door. “Is that… ?”
I glance up. A tiny green status LED blinks in the darkness. The blood has drained from Olivia’s face.
“Fuck-fuck-fuck,” she hisses, her voice rising in pitch. “That’s a PTZ unit with night vision. Diana reviews the logs for compliance audits. Did we just record a 4K sex tape for the Board of Directors?”
“Hey, hey.” I squeeze her arms gently. “Breathe.”
“I can’t breathe. I’m going to be fired for public indecency.”
“Nobody is getting fired,” I say firmly. “Check the angle.”
She blinks, turning back to the camera. “What?”
“That camera is fixed on the entry point and the main aisle,” I explain, tapping into years of knowing every inch of this basement. “It has a wide-angle lens, sure, but see where we are?”
I point to the row of server racks towering to our left.
“We’re in the monitoring alcove. Rack 4 creates a total blind spot from that angle. Unless Diana has learned how to see through three inches of steel and high-density plastic, we’re invisible.”
Olivia stares at the camera, then at the rack.
“Are you sure?”
“Positive. I’ve taken naps in this chair for a decade. If that camera could see this desk, I would have been written up for sleeping on the job in 2015.”
She lets out a shaky breath, her death grip on my biceps loosening. “So, we’re okay?”
“We’re okay.” I rub my thumbs in small circles on her arms, trying to ease the tension. “All Diana would see is us walking in and out. That’s it.”
She nods, but she’s still pale.
“Although,” I add, unable to resist, “if you want to stage a dramatic exit where you fix your hair and straighten your dress while I carry the food containers, we could really sell the ‘innocent overtime’ narrative.”
That gets me a shaky laugh. I glance down at where she’s still perched on the desk, legs still loosely hooked around my waist. “How’s the shoulder?”
She rolls it experimentally and winces. “It’s not serious. Just… humbling.”
I step back, offering her my hand. “Let’s not tempt fate. Can we please go somewhere that has a mattress and zero surveillance equipment?”
She takes my hand, sliding off the desk with a wince as her feet hit the floor.
“Yes,” she says fervently, grabbing her tote bag. “Question is… where?”
“Well,” I say, ticking off options. “My apartment is… currently occupied by the Council of Judgment.”
“The cats?”
“They stare. Unblinkingly. It’s hard to focus when you have two furry voyeurs judging.”
Olivia shudders. “Hard pass.”
“Your place?” I suggest.
She nods immediately. “No surveillance. No monitor arms with a vendetta.”
“Sold.” I grab my laptop bag, shoving my things inside. “Let’s get out of here before something else tries to kill us.”
We make our way through the server rows, and I can’t help but notice Olivia keeps glancing back at the monitoring station like it personally betrayed her.
“It’s not the desk’s fault,” I say as we hit the stairs.
“The desk is complicit.”
We reach the parking garage, and I stop next to Ethel, patting her tank. “So, uh…”
Olivia looks at my motorcycle, then down at her dress and heels. “I don’t think so.”
“As much as I would love the visual of you on the back of my bike,” I say, “that dress isn’t exactly DOT approved.”
She sighs.
“You can drive? I follow?”
Olivia shakes her head. “No. I want…” She pauses, and I watch her weighing her thoughts. “I want to ride together.”
Her hands are trembling, clutching the strap of her bag, her energy frantic and scattered. She looks like she’d run a red light just to get us there faster.
“I’ll leave Ethel here,” I decide. “The garage is secure. I’ll pick her up… later.”
“You sure? I know she’s moody.”
“She’ll survive.”
I give it a reassuring pat, leaning in to murmur so only the bike can hear. “Sorry, old girl. Don’t wait up.” I pull my hand away, ignoring the twinge of guilt.
Olivia fumbles in her bag and tosses me the keys. I catch them with both hands.
“What?”
“You drive.”
“Olivia, I don’t really… I mean, I can drive, but I mostly…”
“It’s a car, Casey. Gas on the right, brake on the left. Just don’t scratch the rims.”
She walks to the passenger side, opening the door before I can argue.
“Are you coming?” she calls over the roof.
I walk around to the driver’s side while she settles into the passenger seat. Everything is clean, organized. There’s a phone mount on the dashboard and one of those fancy air fresheners clipped to the vent.
I adjust the seat and the mirrors. The engine purrs to life when I press the start button.
“Nice ride,” I mutter.
“Company lease,” she says, and I catch the pride threading through her words. “One of the perks of the title.”
I navigate toward the exit ramp, taking it slow. The Audi handles like a dream - smooth, responsive, nothing like Ethel’s temperamental throttle. I ease onto the street, checking my mirrors twice before merging into traffic.
Olivia shifts in her seat, turning to face me. “Take a left at the next light,” she says. “Then it’s straight for about ten blocks.”
“Got it.”
I’m hyper-focused. Hands at ten and two. Eyes on the road. Speed limit respected. This is not my vehicle. This is a nice vehicle. If I scratch it, I’ll have to sell a kidney.
We’re maybe two minutes into the drive when her hand slides on my thigh. My foot eases off the gas involuntarily.
“Casey?” Olivia’s voice is laced with amusement. “Are you aware you’re going twenty-five?”
“I’m being cautious.”
Her thumb traces a slow circle against the denim. “Bicycles are passing us.”
“Those are very fast bicycles.”
She laughs, and her hand slides an inch higher. Just enough to make my brain split into two warring factions.
Faction One: Focus on the road. Do not crash this woman’s car. You are operating a vehicle. This requires attention and responsibility.
Faction Two: Her hand is on your thigh. HER HAND IS ON YOUR THIGH. Who cares about the road? The road is fine. The road has been here for years.
“Green light,” Olivia says sweetly.
I blink. The light is, in fact, green. Has been green. For a while, judging by the car behind me blasting its horn.
I jump, slamming my foot on the gas. The Audi surges forward, pressing us back into the leather seats.
“Easy, stud,” Olivia murmurs, her hand squeezing gently. “I said you were driving slow, not that you should compensate by breaking the sound barrier.”
“You’re distracting me.”
“I’m sitting here.”
“You’re touching me.”
“I’m barely touching you.” Her voice is innocent, but her smile is absolutely wicked. “If this is distracting, you’re going to have a very hard time when we get to my place.”
My hands tighten on the steering wheel. “Olivia.”
“Casey.”
“I’m trying very hard to be responsible right now.”
“I can see that.” Her hand slides up another inch, her pinky finger grazing dangerously close to territory that will absolutely cause a traffic incident. “It’s very sexy. The whole ‘white-knuckle grip, laser focus’ thing you’ve got going on.”
Faction Two is gaining ground. Rapidly.
“Next right,” she says, her voice dropping back to normal, like she hasn’t just spent the last five minutes trying to kill us both. “Two more blocks, then I’m in the building on the left.”
I make the turn - carefully, responsibly, like a person who has not completely lost her mind - and pull up in front of her building. I shift into park and let out a long breath. Olivia’s hand is still on my thigh. She gives it one last squeeze, then pulls back, leaving a cold spot where her warmth had been.
“You did great,” she says, and there’s affection in her voice. “No casualties. Very impressive.”
“I’m never driving your car again.”
She unbuckles her seatbelt, leans across the center console, and kisses me - soft, quick, sweet. “We’ll see.”




Olivia

The elevator ride takes forty-seven seconds.
I know because I count every single one.
Casey stands beside me, hands shoved deep in her pockets, eyes glued to the floor indicator like it’s a bomb countdown.
Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen.
A muscle jumps in her cheek, a rhythmic tic that matches the racing of my own pulse. She’s trying very hard to appear calm, but the air around her is vibrating.
Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen.
I have never hated vertical architecture more in my life.
Eighteen. Nineteen.
The elevator finally dings on the twenty-first floor.
The doors slide open, and I’m moving before they have cleared the frame. My heels click sharply against the hallway marble - a staccato beat of impatience -as I stride toward my door, keys already clutched in my fist.
My hands are shaking. Fine motor skills: compromised.
The key misses the lock on the first try, scratching against the metal plate. “Damn it,” I hiss, adjusting, jamming it in. The tumblers click. I shove the door open, and we spill into the apartment.
Casey kicks the door shut behind us with her boot. We stand there in the entryway for one moment. In the silence, her breathing is ragged; my heartbeat thunders.
Then Casey’s hand finds my hip. She spins me around, and the structural integrity of my self-control gives way. Her mouth crashes into mine. It’s not a kiss; it’s a collision.
I drop my bag. My keys hit the hardwood with a clatter that echoes in the foyer. My hands go straight for her leather jacket, shoving it off her shoulders with zero regard for the material. She shrugs out of it, letting it fall on the floor, and her hands are already tearing at the buttons of my coat. We break apart just long enough for her to yank it off me, tossing it aside, and then her mouth is back on mine, hot and open and starving.
I walk her backward. I need leverage. I need her against something solid. Her back hits the wall next to the coat closet, knocking the breath from her. My hands find the hem of her t-shirt. I yank it upward, my knuckles grazing the warm skin of her stomach. She lifts her arms, helping me, and I pull the shirt over her head, throwing it blindly into the living room.
She’s wearing a black bralette - soft cotton, minimal coverage. It is the most devastating thing I have ever seen. The dark fabric curves over her breasts, straining slightly. Her chest rises and falls rapidly, the flush spreading across her collarbone, the ink of her tattoos disappearing under the straps.
I want to put my mouth on her. Everywhere.
Casey recovers faster than I do. Her hands go to the side of my dress, finding the zipper. She drags it down in one smooth motion. The fabric loosens, sliding off my shoulders with a soft hiss, pooling around my boots.
She goes still.
Her eyes rake over me - down, then up, then down again. Her lips part. Her hands, which had been confidently stripping me ten seconds ago, hover in the air, paralyzed.
“Olivia.” My name comes out strangled. “What… I… fuck.”
I’m standing in my entryway in a matching set I bought on a whim six months ago and never wore because who was I buying it for? Black lace sheer enough to be a suggestion rather than a garment. The bra offers zero structure and maximum exposure. The panties are barely there. And the stockings - those traitorous, wonderful stockings - frame the whole picture in black nylon.
Casey swallows hard. Her throat clicks. Her hands finally make contact again, landing on my waist, her thumbs digging into my skin like she needs to confirm I’m not a hologram.
“I think I’m dead,” she says, her voice wrecked. “I think I died and this is heaven.”
“You’re not dead.”
“Are you sure? Because you look like something I would hallucinate with my last dying breath.”
Heat floods through me at the raw, unguarded honesty in her voice. “Casey…”
“You’re so fucking beautiful I can’t think straight.”
I grab her face in both hands and kiss her - hard, claiming, done with words. She groans into my mouth, and her hands tighten on my waist, pulling me against her bare skin.
I reach for her belt, yanking at the buckle with clumsy, desperate fingers.
“Help me,” I demand against her mouth.
She does. Her hands join mine, and together we get the belt open, the button undone, the zipper down. I shove the denim down her hips. She kicks her boots off and steps out of the jeans, pushing them aside.
She’s in black boxer briefs that sit low on her hips, revealing the cut of muscle at her lower abdomen, the edge of her hip bones.
Jesus Christ, I might be the dead one.
Before I can fully process the sight, Casey backs up until she hits the edge of the sofa. She drops onto it, spreading her legs wide, and meets my eyes with a gaze so dark it’s nearly black.
She crooks her finger.
“Come here.”
I step out of my boots - carefully, balancing on one foot then the other, because breaking an ankle right now would be a tragedy - and move toward her.
She reaches out when I’m close enough, her hands finding my hips, and pulls me down.
I straddle her lap, my knees sinking into the cushions on either side of her thighs. The position is intimate, immediate. The heat of her body seeps through the thin lace of my panties, and a jolt of pure electricity shoots up my spine.
Casey groans, her head falling against the cushions, her hands sliding up my back to grip my shoulders.
I lean down, ready to devour her again. My blood hums, body primed for speed, for friction, for the immediate, crushing relief of the destination. I want to grind against her until the world goes white.
I press my lips to hers, urgent and demanding. But Casey doesn’t match my pace.
She doesn’t pull away, but she doesn’t speed up either. Her hands slide from my shoulders down to the small of my back, fingers splaying wide against my bare skin. She applies steady, grounding pressure. She holds me still.
“Slow down,” she murmurs against my mouth.
“I don’t want to slow down,” I pant, nipping at her lower lip.
She pulls back just an inch, her eyes locking onto mine. “I want to savour every second, Princess. Let me do this right.”
The words act like a circuit breaker.
The frantic, vibrating energy in my chest stutters, then quiets. Shame flushes through me - I was treating this like a crisis to be managed. A deadline to be met.
Execute desire. Achieve release. Resolve tension.
Casey smiles and pulls me back down. This time, the kiss is slow. Deliberate. A tasting menu instead of a fast-food binge. When our tongues meet, it’s a lazy, deep slide that curls my toes in the stockings.
Her hands roam over my back, rough palms rasping deliciously against my skin. She traces the dip of my spine, the curve of my waist, the flare of my hips. She isn’t grabbing; she’s mapping.
“You’re so soft,” she whispers, pulling back to trail kisses down my jawline.
She runs her hands up my ribcage, her thumbs grazing the underside of my breasts through the lace. I gasp, my hips bucking forward, seeking more pressure.
Casey hums a low note of approval but doesn’t rush. She traces the scalloped edge of the black lace bra, her fingers moving with maddening precision. I rest my hands on her shoulders, fingers tangling in the straps of her bralette.
She reaches around me, finds the clasp of my bra, and undoes it with a soft snick. She doesn’t pull it off immediately. She brings her hands back to the front, sliding the straps down my shoulders, peeling the lace away from my skin, inch by agonizing inch.
The bra falls away.
Casey leans forward and presses her mouth to the center of my chest, right over the frantic thrum of my heart. Her hands come up to cup my breasts, her palms warm and sure. She lifts one, her mouth following, and when her lips close around my nipple, I gasp.
She takes her time - licking, sucking, using her teeth just enough to make me arch against her. She gives the same attention to the other side, her hand kneading gently while her mouth works.
My hands find her hair, fingers threading through the strands. I’m not trying to direct her anymore, not trying to speed this up. I’m just holding on.
Casey’s mouth leaves my breast, trailing kisses upward. Over my sternum. Along my collarbone. Up the side of my neck to the spot where I clipped my shoulder on that damned monitor arm.
She presses her lips there, a warm, healing pressure. “Still hurt?” She murmurs against my skin.
“Not anymore.”
She hums, her hands sliding up my sides, thumbs brushing the undersides of my breasts. I arch into the touch, and she cups them firmly, taking the weight of them in her palms, while her mouth continues its exploration of my neck and shoulders.
My hands, which have been relatively passive in her hair, now turn adventurous. Down the back of her neck. Over her shoulders. I trace the lines of muscle in her arms, feeling them flex as she holds me.
I want to touch her more.
I slide my hands down to the straps of her bralette, fingers hooking underneath. She pauses in her kissing, pulling back. I tug gently, and she lifts her arms in answer. I peel the soft cotton up and over her head. It joins the growing pile of clothing somewhere behind us.
I suck in a breath.
She’s all lean muscle and smooth skin. The tan line across her shoulders stands out against her paler chest. Her breasts are small, perfect, nipples tight and peaked.
I run my hands over her, learning the topography. The curve of her shoulders. The dip of her collarbones. The flat plane of her abdomen with its subtle definition. I trace upward, palms sliding over her ribs, and she shivers under my touch. When my hands cup her breasts, she makes a low sound in her throat, her hips pressing forward into mine.
We’re both breathing hard now, the air between us thick with heat. Casey leans in, capturing my mouth in a deep kiss. Her tongue slides against mine with devastating patience while my hands continue their exploration.
Her hands slide down from my waist to my hips, then around to grip my ass. She pulls me harder against her, and the friction makes us both gasp into the kiss.
“I believe I was promised a mattress,” she says, her breathing ragged.




Casey

I don’t have to ask twice.
Olivia smiles and reaches up, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Then she slides off my lap, stands, and extends her hand down to me. She pulls me to my feet and keeps walking, our fingers interlaced. Her grip is tight, betraying the tremor that’s still running through her hands, but her stride is purposeful.
The apartment registers in fragments. Everything sparkles, even in daylight. I try to take it in, but my eyes keep dropping to the sway of her hips as she walks. That black lace is not really covering anything, and the stockings make her legs look like they go on forever.
She leads me down the hallway - away from the scattered clothes and the chaos of the entryway - and pushes open the double doors.
I step inside and stop.
The centerpiece is a massive bed - white sheets, way more pillows than any human needs. Fairy lights are strung along the headboard, not lit right now, but I can imagine how they’d glow in the dark.
It fits her. It’s meticulous and beautiful and just a little bit guarded.
Olivia turns to me. “The mattress,” she says, nodding toward the bed.
She steps backward toward it, pulling me with her. Her eyes never leave mine. When the back of her knees hit the edge, she sits, then scoots backward. The mattress dips under her weight. She leans back on her hands, watching me, her chest rising and falling.
I take one more step, and my knees bump against the mattress. I grab her left ankle, lifting her leg until it rests on my shoulder. Olivia gasps at the stretch, head falling back, eyes fluttering shut. I lean down, hooking thumbs under the silicone grip of the lace band.
I roll the black nylon over itself, watching her skin emerge inch by inch. It slides over her knee. Unspools down her calf. I pull it off her foot and toss it to the floor. I turn my head and press a kiss to the knob of her ankle bone.
“Oh my,” she breathes, her voice trembling.
I kiss my way down her leg - the ridge of her shin, the sensitive skin behind her knee, the soft curve of her inner thigh. I linger for a second, feeling the heat and scent radiating from her center, before setting her leg down.
I pick up the right one. Olivia watches me, her chin tucked to her chest, her gaze unfocused and hazy. She is wrecked, and I haven’t even touched her properly yet.
I repeat the ritual. I kiss her ankle. I trace the line of her shin with my tongue. I soothe the skin behind her knee. I work my way down to her thigh, feeling her muscles tremble against my mouth.
I lower her leg to the mattress and straighten up, looking down at her.
She’s flat on her back, watching me with eyes so dark they’re almost black. Her chest is heaving. The black lace panties are the only thing left, and they’re not hiding much. I can see the outline of her through the sheer fabric, can see how wet she is.
I pause. I have to.
I need a second to process this. To burn this image into my brain.
I place my hands on the mattress on either side of her thighs, leaning in until my face is level with her center.
I reach out, tracing the edge of the lace with my thumbs. She lifts her hips without me having to ask, and I slide the panties down her legs, dropping them off the edge of the bed.
I place my hands on her knees and push them wider apart. She lets me, her breathing shallow and quick.
I lean down and press a kiss to the inside of her left knee. Then higher. Then higher still, my mouth trailing heat up her inner thigh while my hands grip her hips, holding her steady.
She’s making small sounds - half-gasps, half-whimpers - and her hands fist in the white sheets.
I don’t just want to touch her. I want to pray at this altar.
I bury my face in her.
The first taste makes her cry out - a sharp, broken sound that goes straight through me. Her hips buck up, but my hands keep her pinned. I work slowly at first, learning what makes her gasp, what makes her thighs tremble against my shoulders, what makes her say my name like it’s the only word she knows.
“Casey…” Her hand finds my hair, fingers tangling in the strands.
I don’t stop. I’m relentless, steady, focused on her - on the sounds she’s making, how her body tenses and releases, the taste of her on my tongue.
Her whole body goes taut, back arching off the mattress, and she cries out - raw and unguarded. It ripples through her; she shakes and gasps and lets go. I don’t pull away. I gentle my touch, easing her through it.
I worship her. I use my mouth to tell her everything I’m too scared to say out loud.
I see you. I’ve got you. You’re safe here.
◆◆◆
 
“Catch.”
A bundle of grey fabric sails through the air.
I snatch it one-handed. Olivia is standing by the dresser, rummaging through a drawer, wearing nothing but a silk robe.
“That should fit,” she says. “It’s oversized. You’ll be comfortable.”
I shake it out. It’s a t-shirt with red and green printed letters across the chest: JINGLE MY BELLS.
I stare at it. Then at her.
She’s watching me with a wicked smile.
“Is this a request?” I ask, holding up the garment by the shoulders. “Because I’m pretty sure I just spent the last three hours following these instructions to the letter.”
“And you did an excellent job,” she purrs, leaning back against the dresser.
“I’m pretty sure I rang them so hard the neighbors complained.”
Olivia laughs, a bright, uninhibited sound. “The neighbors are in Aspen. And you certainly made sure I was… resonant.” She pushes off the dresser and walks toward me. “Though I remember you being fairly vocal yourself. Something about - what was it - ‘don’t stop’ and ‘right there.’”
I snort, pulling the shirt over my head. It slides on easily enough. But while this thing probably hangs off Olivia’s shoulder and hits her mid-thigh, on me, the fit is… different. The cotton hugs my biceps and sits flush across my chest and shoulders.
A slow, appreciative smile spreads across Olivia’s face.
“Okay,” she concedes. “Maybe ‘oversized’ is a relative term.”
I grab her hips and pull her against me. She melts into it, her hands coming up to rest on my shoulders.
“I ordered pizza,” she says. “Should be here in twenty minutes.”
“Good. I’m starving.”
“I can’t imagine why.” She takes my hand, lacing our fingers together. “Come on. Let me show you around.”
She leads me out of the bedroom and down the hallway. The first door is closed. She pushes it open.
“Guest bathroom,” she says.
I lean in to peer inside. Marble countertop, gleaming fixtures, perfectly folded towels on a rack. It looks like a hotel bathroom. Probably never used.
She closes it and moves to the next door. “Office.”
This one she opens wider. There’s a desk - sleek, organized, nothing out of place. A bookshelf lined with books and decorative items.
“I rarely work in here,” she admits. “I tend to end up on the couch with my laptop.”
“Why have an office then?”
“Because when I leased a two-bedroom, it seemed like the responsible thing to do.” She closes the door. “Turns out I’m not that responsible.”
Then we reach the living room, and I stop dead.
Fairy lights are glowing everywhere. Not just the Christmas tree - though that’s lit up like a landing strip - but strung along the mantel, woven through the bookshelf, draped over the curtain rod. They cast everything in warm gold.
“Okay,” I say, stopping just inside the room. “I need a moment.”
Olivia turns, eyebrow raised. “For?”
I gesture vaguely at… everything. “To process the sheer amount of glitter.”
She laughs. “I might have a problem.”
“You definitely have a problem.” I point at a throw pillow on the couch that’s covered in silver sequins. “That pillow is a safety hazard. If the light hits it wrong, someone could go blind.”
“It’s festive.”
“It’s aggressive.”
“You don’t like it?” Her voice wavers slightly.
I turn to face her. She’s watching me with an expression that’s trying to be casual but isn’t quite pulling it off.
“I love it,” I say honestly. “It’s so completely you that I kind of can’t believe it.”
Her smile is relieved, genuine.
I walk over to the Christmas tree, taking it in up close. The lights are perfectly distributed. There’s not a single gap or tangle. “This must have taken forever.”
“Three hours.”
“To decorate a tree?”
“I had a system.” She comes to stand beside me. “Each ornament had to be placed according to size, weight distribution, and color balance.”
“Of course it did.”
“And the lights had to be woven through the branches, not just wrapped around.”
“Naturally.”
She bumps her shoulder against mine. “You’re making fun of me.”
“I’m really not.” I reach out and touch one of the ornaments. “It’s beautiful. It’s just very… thorough.”
“I don’t do anything halfway, remember?”
“I noticed.” I turn toward her, unable to stop the grin. “Trust me. I noticed.”
Her cheeks flush, and she clears her throat. “Come on. I’ll show you the rest.”
For a holiday that started with a catastrophe, it’s turning out to be a pretty damn good Christmas.




Olivia

The pizza arrives twenty-three minutes later.
I answer the door in my robe while Casey hides around the corner, clutching the hem of that criminally short t-shirt, suppressing a laugh. The delivery guy - Jamie, who knows me by name at this point - hands over two boxes and a bag of garlic knots without comment, though his eyebrows do rise when he notices my bare legs and thoroughly disheveled hair.
“Merry Christmas,” he says, his tone carefully neutral.
“Merry Christmas, Jamie.” I tip him generously - possibly too generously, judging by his surprised smile - and close the door.
Casey emerges from her hiding spot. “That poor man.”
“He’s seen worse.” I carry the boxes to the coffee table. “Trust me.”
“I’m not sure I want context for that.”
“You really don’t.”
I don’t elaborate. I don’t mention the Tuesday last month when I answered the door wearing a charcoal sheet mask that made me look like a low-budget serial killer, clutching a bottle of wine by the neck because I couldn’t find a clean glass. Jamie is the keeper of my darkest, most domestic failures, and I pay him an exorbitant tip percentage to take those memories to his grave.
“I’ll take your word for it,” Casey says, eyeing the garlic knots. “I’m too hungry to question the history of your pizza transactions.”
We settle onto the couch - me curled into the corner with my legs tucked under my robe, Casey sprawled with her long legs stretched out, bare feet crossed on the coffee table. Both of us are reaching for pizza like we haven’t eaten in days. Which, technically, we haven’t. Not since the cookies this morning.
That was a lifetime ago. It feels like it happened to two different people.
Casey takes a bite of the margherita and makes a sound that’s borderline obscene. “Oh, gods. This is the best pizza I’ve ever had in my life.”
“You’re just hungry.”
“I’m starving. And this is objectively incredible.” She takes another bite, chewing with her eyes half-closed in appreciation. “Where has this been all my life?”
“Downstairs. Antonio’s been there for fifteen years.”
“I’m moving in. Not with you. With Antonio.”
I laugh, reaching for a slice of the quattro formaggi. “He’s seventy and happily married.”
“I’ll win him over with my charm.”
“In that t-shirt, you might succeed.”
She glances down at the fabric stretched across her chest, then back at me with a grin. “You think Antonio would appreciate it?”
I take in the cotton hugging her shoulders, and the long expanse of her bare legs against my couch.
“I think he would have a heart attack.”
We demolish the first box with an efficiency that would frighten the Board of Directors. There is very little talking, just the aggressive consumption of carbohydrates and cheese. By slice three, the salt hits, and I realize my throat is parched.
“Drinks?” I ask, wiping my hands on a napkin.
“Please,” Casey groans, swallowing a garlic knot whole. “I’m dying.”
I stand up, tightening the belt of my robe. “Just a warning: my selection is… curated by accident. I don’t really drink at home.”
Casey twists around on the sofa to face me.
“I have two bottles of wine I bought for a dinner party that never happened. A bottle of peach Soju that came free with a bibimbap order last week. And…” I walk to the kitchen and pull open the stainless steel fridge, peering behind a jar of artisanal mustard. “Two cans of beer that arrived with a taco delivery last month.”
Casey perks up like a golden retriever hearing a treat bag rattle.
“You have beer?”
“It might be terrible,” I add, grabbing a can.
“It’s beer. And it’s cold.” She eyes me with genuine, unadulterated adoration.
I laugh, walking back to the living room and handing her a cold can. She takes a long pull, her eyes fluttering shut. “Oh, sweet baby Jesus.”
I grab the Soju for myself - it’s sweet and low-proof, which is about my speed right now- and settle back into the corner of the sofa.
“You are a simple creature, Casey Hobbs.”
“Pizza, beer, and a hot woman in a silk robe,” she says, gesturing with the can. This is peak existence.”
She takes another long swallow of beer and wipes a smudge of tomato sauce from her lip with her thumb. The frantic hunger fades, replaced by a warm, heavy contentment.
“So,” Casey says, reaching for her fourth slice - the woman has a metabolism like a furnace. “Best Christmas ever, or best Christmas ever?”
“Best Christmas ever,” I confirm, taking a sip of the peach Soju. It’s sweet, sticky, and perfect.
“Even though you had to work?”
“Especially because I had to work.” I set the bottle down on the coaster and turn to face her. “If that system hadn’t crashed, I’d be at my parents’ house right now.”
“Listening to the lectures about… Rachel, was it?”
I nod. “My younger cousin. Apparently living the dream while I’m ‘married to my career.’” I make air quotes around the phrase.
Casey’s expression darkens slightly, protective instinct flaring up. “Your mom said that?”
“Not in so many words. It’s all ‘Rachel seems so happy’ and ‘Don’t you get lonely in that big apartment?’”
“Sounds like you dodged a bullet.”
“I dodged an entire firing squad.” I lean back against the cushions, watching her polish off the crust. “What about your family? Are they wondering where you are?
Casey shrugs, reaching for a garlic knot. “Jesse knows. I texted him earlier. He’s covering for me with the parental units.”
“Covering?”
“Told them I had a work emergency and couldn’t make it to dinner.” She tears the garlic knot in half. “Which is kinda true. There was a work emergency.”
“That ended twelve hours ago.”
“They don’t need to know that.” She grins. “Besides, Jesse’s thrilled. I owe him for this.”
“What’s the going rate for brotherly cover?”
“Haven’t negotiated yet. But knowing him, it’ll involve me attending some art gallery opening or helping him move furniture.” She winks. “Worth it, though.”
The food disappears as we argue good-naturedly about whether pineapple belongs on pizza (it doesn’t, and I will die on this hill). Eventually, the boxes are empty except for crumbs, and we’re both full and drowsy. Casey has migrated closer during the conversation, our legs tangled together on the couch.
She shifts, stretching her arms over her head with a groan. “What time is it?”
Her hand moves toward her phone on the coffee table, and something tightens in my chest. I sit up too, my hand landing on her arm.
“Don’t.”
Casey pauses, studying me. “Don’t check the time?”
“Don’t leave.” The words are a mere whisper, stripped of any authority. “Stay tonight… if you want.”
Casey softens instantly. She turns her hand over, interlacing her fingers with mine.
“I want to,” she says, and I believe her. “But if I don’t feed the cats, they will dismantle my apartment out of spite.”
I bite my lip. I can’t exactly argue with hungry cats.
“Of course… you’re right.”
Casey looks at her phone, then back at me.
“Although…” she muses. “Jesse is currently trapped at my parents’ house.” She grins, a mischievous glint in her eye. “If I ask him to leave and go feed my cats, I’m basically saving him.”
“You’d be a hero,” I encourage her.
“I’d be selling my soul,” she corrects, picking up her phone. “Two favors in one day? I’m officially in debt for life.”
“What if I get him a reservation at that impossible sushi place downtown?” I say, mostly joking, “I know the owner.”
“You know what? It might work. He’s a foodie.”
She taps out a message. “I’m leading with the sushi,” she mutters. She holds the phone so I can see the screen.
Casey: Rescue mission. Go feed the cats. I’m not coming home. If you do this, I have a reservation at Kaito with your name on it.
Three dots appear instantly.
Jesse: The place with the 3-month waitlist??
Casey: The very same.
Jesse: I’m leaving right now. You are a goddess.
Jesse: Wait. Not coming home?
Casey rolls her eyes and types back.
Casey: Feed the cats. Don’t ask questions. And don’t drink all my beer.
She laughs, locking the phone and tossing it back onto the table with a clatter.
“Done,” she says, turning back to me. “The beasts are taken care of. My brother is liberated. And I have officially secured my freedom for the night.”
Relief floods through me, settling warm in my chest. I lean into her, resting my head on her shoulder.
“I’ll call the owner tomorrow,” I promise. “Get him the best table.”
“You’re an enabler,” she murmurs, wrapping her arm around me and pulling me closer.
“I’m a problem solver.”
“Well, Problem Solver,” she whispers, her hand sliding up to tangle in my hair. “You have me until tomorrow. What do you want to do with me?”
“Sleep,” I say, surprising myself. “I want to actually sleep. With you.”
The admission shocks me more than anything else that’s happened today. For years, intimacy has been a transaction - an active state, a release to be achieved before returning to the confines of my own solitude.
But looking at Casey in my t-shirt, smelling like garlic knots and beer, the fear doesn’t come. The only thing I feel is a bone-deep need to rest, knowing she’s there.
Casey smiles - soft, genuine, and completely devoid of expectation.
“Then let’s go to sleep, Princess.”




Casey

I follow the smell of coffee down the hallway like a bloodhound.
Olivia’s standing by the kitchen island, her back to me, focused on a small copper saucepan on the stove. She’s wearing black silk pajamas - loose pants that pool over her bare heels, and a matching top that clings to her shoulders as she stirs. Her hair is piled up in a messy, precarious bun, held together by a single clip.
I cross the kitchen and slide my arms around her waist from behind. I pull her back against me and bury my nose in the curve of her neck. She softens, leaning her weight into me.
“Morning,” she murmurs, keeping her eyes on the stove.
“Morning.” I tighten my arms. “You snuck out.”
She turns in my arms, careful to keep the wooden spoon elevated so she doesn’t garnish me with whatever molten sugar concoction she’s making.
Now I can see the sleepy softness of her face. It brings last night back in a rush of sensory fragments: her breathing evening out against my chest. Her fingers tracing lazy circles on my arm until she drifted out mid-sentence. Waking up at 3:00 AM to find her arm thrown over me.
“You snore,” I tell her.
Her brow furrows. “I do not.”
“You absolutely do. Soft little snores. Very cute.”
She feigns offence, swatting my arm lightly, but she’s fighting a smile. “Casey…”
“Adorable, really,” I insist, leaning in to kiss her forehead. “Like a kitten with a sinus problem.”
She searches my face, a flicker of hesitation in her eyes. “Did you manage to sleep?”
“Like the dead. Best sleep of my life.”
“Good.” She rises on her tiptoes, pressing a quick, soft kiss to my lips.
She turns back to the island, picks up the copper saucepan, and tilts it over two ceramic mugs. A thick, golden-amber ribbon of liquid drizzles out, coating the bottom of the cups. Then she grabs the carafe from the coffee maker and pours the steaming black brew right over it.
The reaction is instant. The steam rises, hitting me in the face, and the smell shifts.
“Okay,” I say, leaning over her shoulder to peer into the mugs. “What kind of witchcraft is this?”
“It’s chemistry, if you must know.”
“I don’t know. You’re mixing potions in a copper cauldron. It’s witchcraft.”
She stirs the mugs with a spoon. “Come on,” she says, pointing to the barstool where a pair of thick, grey socks awaits. “Put those on. I want to show you some more magic.”
“Wool socks?” I raise an eyebrow, looking from the gray knit to her silk pajamas. “Is this a specific kink I should know about? We went from sheer thigh-highs to ‘Lumberjack Chic’ pretty fast.”
Olivia rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling into her mug. “Not a kink.”
“I mean, I’m not complaining. I’m open to new experiences.”
She hands me a mug. “Put them on. Trust me. We’re going to the terrace.”
“It’s December,” I point out.
“Which is why we need the socks. And these.” She produces two heavy cashmere blankets from a basket under the island.
I follow her to a door I hadn’t noticed last night, leading out to what looks like a huge terrace. She opens the sliding door, and the dry cold instantly wakes me up.
Olivia leads me to a wicker loveseat in the corner, sheltered from the wind. We sit down, and she orchestrates the logistics: blankets draped over us, tucked under our feet, wrapped around our shoulders until we are essentially a single, cashmere-encased unit. I can’t tell where my body heat ends, and hers begins.
“Okay,” I admit, watching my breath cloud in the air. “This isn’t terrible.”
“I come out here when my brain is too loud,” she says, holding her mug with both hands to warm them. “The cold helps. It shocks the system back into focus.”
I nod. I get that. I usually take the bike out on the highway at 2 AM for the same reason, but this is… safer.
I lift my mug and take a tentative sip. The flavor hits my tongue - rich dark roast, with a velvety, sweet-salty kick that warms my chest.
“Jesus Christ.”
Olivia watches me over the rim of her cup, eyes dancing. “Good?”
“You know it is.” I drink again, letting the warmth spread through my chest, fighting back the biting cold of the terrace. “You are showing off.”
“I aim to please.”
“I watched you do it,” I say, “but tasting it is… different.” I take another long sip. “You’re terrifying, you know that? In the best way.”
“I contain multitudes,” she teases.
I lean my head back against the cushion, looking up at the pale winter sky. The city hums below us, distant and muted. The cold air nips at my nose, but under the heavy cashmere blanket, pressed against Olivia’s side, drinking her chemistry-experiment coffee, I have never been warmer.
“Hey,” she nudges my knee with hers.
“Yeah?”
“You have a little foam on your lip.”
I go to wipe it, but she stops my hand. She leans in, cupping my jaw with a hand that’s warm from the mug, and kisses it away - slow and deliberate. We sit there for a long time, watching the steam rise from our mugs and fade into the cold air. The city below is waking up, the hum of traffic getting louder as the morning wears on.
Olivia shifts against me. Her body doesn’t pull away, but a subtle tension returns to her shoulders.
“So,” she says, staring out at the skyline. “I need to be in the office tomorrow. And Friday.”
“It’s the week between Christmas and New Year,” I point out. “The building’s going to be a ghost town.”
“I know. But I need to document everything that happened. Write up the incident report, executive summary, impact analysis.” She ticks them off on her fingers against her mug. “Diana’s coming in to help with the security audit trail. Vincent wants a full briefing before the board meeting in January.”
“Fun.”
“Thrilling.” But there’s no real complaint in her voice. This is just who she is. “What about you?”
“I took the whole week off. I have a stockpile of vacation days I barely touched this year.”
“You should enjoy it, then. Sleep in. Do nothing. Ignore your email.”
“I can come in if you need me,” I offer immediately. “If something breaks again, or if you need technical details for the report…”
“No.” She says it firmly, turning to face me. “You worked Christmas. You pulled a twenty-four-hour shift. You deserve the time off.”
“I don’t mind.”
“I mind. And honestly?” She nudges my shoulder with hers. “This part is just paperwork and politics. Vincent will want to know what went wrong, Diana will verify we didn’t expose any client data, and I have to translate ‘kernel panic’ into a language the Board understands. It’s boring executive stuff.”
“You sure?”
“I’m sure.” A small, crooked smile tugs at her lips. “Besides, if you come in, I’m going to be distracted. And I need to focus on writing coherent sentences.”
I grin into my coffee. “Fair point.”
“I’ll call you if anything comes up. But it shouldn’t. The system’s stable. We did good work.”
“We did.”
She’s quiet for a moment, tracing the rim of her mug with her thumb. Then: “What are you going to do with your week off?”
“Catch up on sleep. Apologize to the cats for abandoning them. Maybe take Ethel out for a ride if the weather holds.”
I pause, looking at the steam curling up into the cold air.
“See you,” I add, keeping my voice casual, “if you’re free.”
Olivia turns her head toward me. The cold has flushed her cheeks a faint pink, brightening her eyes.
“I’m definitely free in the evenings,” she says immediately.
“Good.” I bump her shoulder with mine. “Because I still owe you that date.”
She smiles. “Friday night? I should be done with the audit by then. I’ll probably need a drink.”
“Friday it is.”
She leans in, her expression turning playful. “You remember the condition, right?”
“Vividly. Pick you up on the bike.” I grin. “Any other demands?”
“Surprise me. Just… nothing too fancy.”
“Alright, Princess. Friday night. Motorcycle. Casual date. I can work with that.”
We finish our coffee as the sun climbs higher, warming the terrace just enough to take the edge off the cold.
“What about New Year’s Eve?” I ask. “The corporate calendar demands blood sacrifice for that, too?”
Olivia sighs. “Not officially. But the invites are piling up. Vincent is having a thing at his townhouse. Ryan is renting out a rooftop. Sherry always saves a spot for me at her family gathering.” She wrinkles her nose. “I haven’t said yes to any of them yet.”
“Sounds stiff.”
“It’s work in disguise.” She looks at me. “What do you usually do?”
“Jesse,” I say. “We have a tradition. He finds a party that isn’t terrible, and I tag along.”
“And this year?”
“Art gallery opening. It’s a collective he works with. It won’t be fancy - the wine will come out of a box, and the music will be questionable - but the food is usually good. And nobody talks about synergy.”
I pause, shifting the blanket so it covers her shoulder better.
“You’re welcome to come,” I offer. “If you want a break from the sequins.”
Olivia hesitates. She looks down into her coffee, biting her lip. It’s a small reaction, but I feel it - a sudden stillness in her posture.
Too fast. Too casual. Not her scene.
“Or,” I add quickly, giving her an out. “If a warehouse party sounds like your personal hell, we can skip it. We can go to my place. Pixel and Byte throw a fantastic party. We’ll order takeout and complain about the state of the world. Very low-key.”
Olivia looks up, surprised. “No, Casey. That’s not… I’d love to go to the gallery.”
“You hesitated.”
“I just don’t want to intrude,” she admits. “That’s your brother. Your friends. I don’t want to crash it like the boss showing up at happy hour.”
“First of all, Jesse would probably roll out a red carpet for you. And second, you’re not ‘the boss’ to them. You’d just be… Olivia.”
She searches my face, looking for any sign that I’m just being polite. She doesn’t find one.
“Okay,” she says, a smile spreading across her face. “But can we compromise?”
“I’m listening.”
“We go to the gallery. We eat the food. We drink the boxed wine. But we leave after the ball drops.”
“And go where?”
“To your place,” she says. “I want to ring in the New Year with the cats. And you. Preferably in sweatpants.”
“Best of both worlds,” I agree.
Olivia sighs, a happy, drowsy sound, and snuggles deeper into the blankets.
“Hey, Casey?”
“Yeah?”
“Since we have the whole day… and it’s freezing out here… and the coffee is almost gone…”
I grin, knowing exactly where this is going.
“Back to bed?”
“Back to bed,” she confirms. “I think there are a few more troubleshooting steps we missed.”




Olivia

“… which is when we implemented the encrypted bypass tunnel.”
I advance to the next slide. The timeline is clean, with color-coded blocks showing the crisis evolution: red for critical, yellow for elevated, green for stable. It is sterile. Controlled. It doesn’t show the pizza boxes, the sleep deprivation, or the panic in the server room.
“By 11 AM on December 25th, the system was stable. Diana confirmed the security audit showed no data exposure.”
On the left monitor, Diana nods from a hotel room.
“Affirmative. The vulnerability window was milliseconds, and my scans show no evidence of exploitation. Response time was the deciding factor here.”
“We have competent people,” Vincent says from across the table, his voice carrying relief and exhaustion in equal measure. He looks like he aged five years in three days. “Good work, Olivia.”
The praise rings hollow. I didn’t write the encryption bypass. I didn’t navigate the labyrinth of a fourteen-year-old kernel architecture. But in this room, I am the face of the fix.
“It was a team effort,” I say automatically.
Ann Emeny is sitting to my right, tablet balanced on her lap, stylus moving in quick, efficient strokes. She’s been with Cognitex for six years, and where other HR directors treat people like depreciating assets, Ann gives a damn. She fought for our parental leave policy and pushed back when Ryan wanted to eliminate remote work options.
She’s here because she knows when things go sideways, someone needs to make sure people get taken care of. And right now, she’s documenting everything.
Sherry sits across from Vincent, her laptop open, though she’s not looking at it. I’d told her not to come in during the crisis and enjoy Christmas with her family. But she’d monitored the systems anyway. Watched the alerts from her sister’s couch, tracked the recovery metrics, and when she saw me online yesterday morning, she messaged: You’re not doing this alone.
“Customer impact assessment,” Sherry says now. “I pulled the transaction logs for December 23rd through 25th. Zero failures. Some customers experienced elevated latency during the SSL handshake - we’re talking milliseconds - but nothing that approached thresholds.”
“Translation,” Vincent says, leaning back in his chair, “no angry client calls.”
“Not a single one.” Sherry closes her laptop. “From a customer perspective, Christmas was uneventful.”
Vincent exhales, some of the tension draining from his shoulders. “That’s…that’s huge.”
“It is,” I agree. My throat is dry. I’ve been talking for twenty minutes straight, and the coffee I drank at 9 AM has worn off, leaving only the jittery residue.
I click to the next slide. This one is simpler: just a header and three bullet points.
Recommendations
On the right monitor, Ryan Pressler shifts in his chair. He’s calling in from his study - the expensive mahogany built-ins frame him. I watch him lean forward, his face filling more of the screen. He’s been quiet through the entire presentation - unusual for him - but I spot the exact moment he decides that silence is over.
Here it comes.
“Actually,” he says. “Let’s pump the brakes on the victory lap.”
I don’t turn toward his screen. I keep my eyes on Vincent.
“The fact that customers didn’t complain,” Ryan continues, “doesn’t mean there was no impact. What about the transactions that experienced latency? Even a few milliseconds of delay compounds across thousands of requests. Did we calculate the revenue implications?”
Sherry’s jaw tightens, but she keeps her voice level. “The latency was within acceptable parameters…”
“Acceptable to whom? Look, I’m not saying the team didn’t work hard. I’m sure they did. But we’re glossing over the real issue here.” He pauses, gearing up for the kill shot. “We had a catastrophic system failure on one of the biggest transaction days of the quarter. That’s not a win. That’s a liability.”
Vincent shifts in his seat. “Ryan, the system didn’t fail. It wobbled, and the team stabilized it…”
“So here’s my question,” Ryan cuts in, talking right over him. “Who’s responsible for that system?  Who’s been sitting on that legacy junk all these years while it turned into a ticking time bomb?”
My spine goes rigid. Beside me, Ann stops writing.
“Because from where I’m sitting,” Ryan continues, “someone dropped the ball. And I think we need to have a serious conversation about accountability. This is someone’s mess, and we should be talking about termination.”
The word hangs in the air.
He doesn’t know Casey’s name.
He doesn’t know it was a woman who spent Christmas Day on her knees in a server room, fixing a system she built fourteen years ago. He doesn’t know about the circuit board tattoo on her arm, or the possessive rasp in her tone when she talks about ‘her’ servers.
He just knows someone needs to be blamed. And he’s decided that someone is expendable.
My hands are flat on the table. My heartbeat is steady, controlled. I activate the protocol. I fix my gaze directly on the monitor. On Ryan’s smug, pixelated face.
“I’m responsible for every system in this company, Ryan.”
My voice is level. Cold. It cuts through the static.
“The legacy infrastructure, the cloud services, the APIs, the databases. All of it. That’s what Chief Technology Officer means. So, if you want to fire someone for accountability?”
I lean forward, holding his gaze through the screen.
“Fire me.”
The challenge sits between us, heavy and suffocating.
Because we both know he can’t. We both know what happens if I walk out that door. Half the team follows. The product roadmap dies. The board would have his head for destabilizing the company.
And he knows I know it.
Vincent looks like he’s watching a car crash in slow motion.
“Let’s…” He holds up both hands, his voice climbing half an octave. “Let’s everyone just take a breath here. Nobody’s getting fired. Olivia, you know that’s not… Ryan, that’s not what we’re…”
“I’m just saying we need accountability,” Ryan says, but a guarded edge creeps into his tone now. He heard the edge in my voice. He knows he pushed too far. “If this were any other failure…”
“It wasn’t a failure.”
Diana’s voice cuts through from the left monitor.
“It was a near-miss that got caught and resolved because we have competent people doing their jobs. If you want to talk about accountability, let’s talk about the fact that infrastructure modernization has been on the roadmap for three years and keeps getting pushed for ‘other priorities.’”
Ryan’s jaw works. “That’s not…”
“And while we’re on the subject of termination,” Diana continues, and there’s an eerie, pleasant calmin her voice, which makes it more terrifying, “if Olivia goes, I go.”
The room goes silent.
I don’t turn to Diana, but I feel the weight of her loyalty. I didn’t ask for it. I wouldn’t have. But God, it helps.
Vincent looks like he might pass out.
Diana leans back in her chair, arms crossed, her expression completely neutral. “Just so we’re clear.”
Ann sets down her stylus with a soft click against the tablet screen.
“Alright,” she says, and her voice suggests everyone is about to sit down and behave like adults, whether they want to or not. “I think we need to take a step back.”
She looks around the table, making eye contact with each of us in turn. When her gaze lands on Ryan’s screen, it’s pointed.
“What I’m hearing,” Ann continues, “is that we had a critical system issue over the holiday. What I’m also hearing is that Casey Hobbs - who has been with this company for fourteen years - worked through Christmas to prevent what could have been a catastrophic failure.”
Ann picks up her stylus again, but she doesn’t write anything. She just holds it, letting the silence stretch.
“So before we talk about firing anyone, I’d like to suggest we discuss recognition. Compensation. Documenting the fact that we have an infrastructure engineer who is, apparently, irreplaceable enough that when the system failed, she was the only person who could fix it.”
She looks at Ryan’s screen.
“That sounds like someone we want to retain. Not terminate.”
“Ann’s right,” Vincent says. “Casey deserves recognition.” He looks at Ann. “Whatever HR procedures exist for this, I want them activated. Bonus, salary adjustment - get it done.”
Ann nods, making a note. “Already on it.”
I turn in my chair toward Vincent.
“This incident proves something we’ve been avoiding for years.”
My back is to the right monitor now. Ryan is still there, still visible in my peripheral vision, but I’m done engaging with him.
“You and I both know infrastructure modernization has been on the table before.”
Vincent’s expression shifts. He knows where this is going.
“We’ve pushed it back,” I continue. “Last year, it was the Asia-Pacific expansion. This year, it was the board’s insistence on the new analytics features. Every time, there’s been something more urgent.”
I can see Vincent processing, see the guilt and the recognition playing out across his face.
“We just spent Christmas running an emergency operation to keep an outdated system from collapsing under its own weight,” I say. “Next time, we might not succeed.”
Not just a system. Her system. Her baby.
“This is exactly what I’ve been saying…” Ryan’s voice comes from the monitor behind me.
I don’t bother with him.
“We need a full modernization plan,” I continue, still looking only at Vincent.
The words taste like betrayal even as I say them.
“I’ve been advocating for outside consultants for months…” Ryan tries again.
“We don’t need consultants to tell us what we already know.”
I don’t raise my voice. I don’t acknowledge his presence. I just keep talking to Vincent, like Ryan is background noise. Static. Irrelevant.
“This is what I’m here for.”
The dismissal is complete. I’ve erased him from the conversation.
Vincent leans forward, elbows on the table, fingers steepled under his chin. He’s quiet for a long moment.
“What are we talking about?” he finally asks. “In terms of scope.”
“Multi-year project,” I say. “Eighteen months minimum, possibly two years, depending on how we phase it. We’re not just upgrading systems… we’re rebuilding the foundation while the house is still occupied.”
Rebuilding the foundation. Dismantling what Casey built.
My throat tightens. I force it down.
“Cost?”
“I’ll need a few weeks to put together a detailed proposal. But ballpark? Seven figures. Possibly eight if we want to do it right.”
Vincent winces. A visible, physical flinch.
But he nods.
“Two weeks,” he says. “Get me a proposal. Timeline, budget, staffing requirements, phased rollout plan. We’ll take it to the board in January.”
Behind me, Ryan is saying something about risk mitigation and third-party validation, but neither Vincent nor I are listening anymore.
My hands are still flat on the table. Steady. Controlled.
Inside, I’m breaking.
I’m going to have to tell Casey that the system she built and kept running needs to be phased out. I’m going to have to tell the woman who just saved us that her reward is obsolescence.
And I don’t know how to do that without destroying us.




Casey

Ethel is running rich, a low, contented growl vibrating through the handlebars as I turn onto Olivia’s street.
It’s full dark now - the kind of December night where the cold seeps through, and the city lights blur into halos through my helmet visor. The ride over was smooth. Just me, the bike, and the low hum of anticipation I’ve been carrying in my chest since this morning.
It’s not just the date. It’s the week.
For the first time in years, I don’t feel like the invisible mechanic in the basement. I feel like I proved something.
I carried that energy through the morning, when I changed my outfit three times before realizing I was being ridiculous. I carried it through the afternoon, when I had a full conversation with Pixel about whether the place I picked was too casual or not casual enough. He knocked a mug off the counter in response, which I chose to interpret as approval.
And I carried it into the evening, when I had to physically sit on my hands to stop myself from texting Olivia every five minutes to confirm she was still coming, still interested, still real.
I spot her before I’ve even finished the turn.
She’s standing on the sidewalk in front of her building, backlit by the lobby lights, and I nearly miss the brake.
Gone is the silk robe. Gone is the sparkly dress. Gone is every polished, professional version of Olivia Cooper I’ve ever seen.
This woman is wearing tight black jeans tucked into flat black boots that look like they mean business. A leather jacket, fitted and sleek, that hits her at the hip. Her hair is down, falling in waves over her shoulders.
She was built to ride on the back of my bike.
I pull up to the curb and kill the engine. I take off my helmet, and the cold air hits my face immediately.
Olivia’s face breaks into a wide smile that crinkles her eyes at the corners.
“Hey,” she says, and her voice is warm, easy.
“Hey yourself.” I’m still staring. I should stop staring. “You look…”
like every fantasy I didn’t know I had.
like trouble.
like I’m in danger of forgetting how to speak.
“… ready to ride,” I finish lamely.
“We said casual.” She does a little spin to show off the outfit. “How’d I do?”
“You’re not playing fair,” I say honestly.
She laughs, stepping closer to lean in and kiss me - the kind of kiss that says hello and I missed you and let’s go all at once.
When she pulls back, I have to take a second to remember where we are.
“So,” she says, eyes dancing. “Do I get a helmet, or are we doing this outlaw style?”
I reach back and unhook the spare helmet from where it’s been bungeed to the seat. “I’m a terrible influence, but I’m not that terrible.”
I hand it to her. She takes it, turning it over in her hands before putting it on. It slides over her hair, framing her face. I step in to help her with the chin strap.
“Snug, but not too tight,” I murmur as I feed the strap through the D-rings. She goes very still, watching me through the visor. I tug it gently, checking the fit.
“You should be able to move your jaw,” I say, my voice dropping lower. “Say something.”
“How’s this?” Olivia asks, her voice muffled through the helmet.
“Perfect.” I step back, tugging on the strap once more to check. “You’ve done this before?”
“College. My roommate had a bike.” She adjusts the helmet slightly. “But that was a lifetime ago.”
“It’ll come back to you.” I swing my leg over Ethel and settle into the seat, pulling my own helmet back on. “Rules are simple: feet on the pegs, lean with me in the turns, hold on tight.”
“That last one I can manage.”
I kick the stand up and the bike shifts under our combined weight. “You can grab the handles behind the seat, or…”
Her arms come around my waist before I finish the sentence. She presses against my back, and the entire length of her body aligns with mine.
“This okay?”
My hand covers both of hers where they rest against my stomach. “Yeah. More than okay.”
I start the engine. Ethel rumbles to life beneath us, a deep, throaty growl that reverberates through the seat. Olivia’s grip adjusts, finding her balance.
I ease us into traffic, taking the first few turns slowly. Testing. But Olivia moves with me, leaning when I lean, her body following mine through each curve.
At the first red light, the bike idles, the engine’s vibration humming through the seat and buzzing against our thighs. Her hand slides down from my stomach. Lower. Her palm comes to rest on my thigh, fingers curving against the denim.
Just resting there. Casual.
My brain stops working for three full seconds.
The light turns green. I accelerate smoothly, somehow managing not to stall the bike, although I am currently losing my mind.
Her hand stays there for the next four blocks.
The ride takes fifteen minutes. Every turn, every shift of her weight, every small adjustment of her fingers against my leg gets filed away in some permanent archive. When I finally pull up in front of Lucky’s, I’m genuinely disappointed the ride is over.
I kill the engine and wait for Olivia to dismount first - she swings her leg over with surprising grace - then follow. We both pull off our helmets, and I catch her smoothing down her hair.
“So,” she says, looking up at the neon sign. Lucky’s Karaoke & Grill. The ‘L’ is flickering ominously. Her eyebrows rise. “Karaoke?”
“Hear me out,” I say, holding up a hand. “We don’t have to sing. That’s not why we’re here.”
“Then why are we here?”
“Because the food is incredible. Korean-American fusion. The kimchi fries will change your life.” I point through the window where pool tables are visible in the back. “And they have pool. I thought maybe we could play.”
“I don’t really know how to play.”
“Even better. I can show off.”
“What if I’m a natural and destroy you immediately?”
“Then I’ll be intimidated,” I promise, stepping closer. “And definitely aroused.”
Olivia laughs, a bright sound that cuts through the noise. “Well, when you put it that way.” She reaches for my hand, lacing our fingers together. “Let’s go.”
Lucky’s is exactly as I remember it - dim lighting, mismatched furniture, walls covered in photos of customers mid-karaoke glory. The air smells like grilled meat and beer. A woman is on stage, belting out “Total Eclipse of the Heart” with more enthusiasm than skill, and a table of guys in the corner is cheering her on.
“I love this place already,” Olivia says.
We grab a booth in the back, away from the stage but with a clear view of the pool tables. The vinyl seats are cracked but clean, and someone has carved initials into the wooden table.
A server appears almost immediately - a guy in his twenties with bleached hair and a name tag that says Ben.
“Hey, Casey,” he says, grinning. “Long time.”
“Too long. Ben, this is Olivia.”
“Nice to meet you.” He hands us the menus. “Drinks?”
“Two beers,” I say, then glance at Olivia. “Unless you want something else?”
“Beer’s perfect.”
Ben disappears, and Olivia opens her menu, scanning the items.
“So what’s good?” she asks.
“Everything. But if you want my recommendations: the bulgogi tacos, kimchi fries, and the Korean fried chicken.”
“That’s a lot of food.”
“We can share. Or take leftovers. Or just commit to the excess.”
“Option three,” Olivia says decisively, closing her menu. “I’m starving.”
Ben returns with our beers and takes our order - everything I suggested plus the scallion pancakes because Olivia’s eyes lingered on them. When he leaves, I lift my bottle and lean back against the booth.
Olivia shifts, sliding the leather jacket off her shoulders and draping it over the back of the booth. She’s wearing a black blouse with a neckline that stops me cold - a deep V that dips lower than anything I’ve ever seen her wear.
A delicate silver chain rests against her skin, the pendant settling right in the valley between her breasts. My eyes trace the line of her throat, down the chain, to that pendant, and then - inevitably - to the soft swell of skin framing it.
I take a very long, very necessary pull from my beer.
“Casey.”
The voice is amused. Low.
I snap my eyes up to her face. Olivia is leaning her chin on her hand, a small, knowing smirk playing on her lips.
“Yeah?” I ask.
“You’re staring at my tits.”
I choke on my beer. I cough, setting the bottle down with a clatter while Olivia grins, entirely too pleased with herself.
“So,” I say, desperate for a distraction. “How was work today? Get everything sorted out?”
A shadow flickers across her face - fast and sharp. The smile doesn’t drop, but the light behind it goes out.
“It was… brutal,” she says after a pause. “Long. Tiresome.”
“Yeah, I bet. The postmortem meetings are always the worst part.”
At least the system held, I think. At least I didn’t give them anything new to complain about.
“Sherry helped. And Diana.” She’s tracing patterns in the condensation on her beer bottle. “I would’ve been there until midnight without them.”
Her voice carries an exhausting weight I can’t pin down. It sounds like she’s trying to convince herself more than me. But before I can ask, she looks up. The shadow is gone, replaced by a deliberate, blinding smile.
“But it’s the weekend now,” she says firmly. “And I’m on a date with the hottest woman in this city. So let’s stop talking about work.”
The shift is clear. Door closed. Subject changed.
I respect the boundary. I’m just glad she’s here.
“Deal,” I say, raising my bottle. “No work talk.”
She clinks her bottle against mine. “Cheers.”
The food arrives in waves - plates covering every inch of our table until there’s barely room for our beers. We eat family-style, passing plates back and forth, stealing bites off each other’s forks.
“Okay,” she says, licking sauce off her thumb. “You were right. This is incredible.”
By the time we’ve demolished most of the food - and ordered a second round of beers - the stage has cycled through three more singers, each more enthusiastic than the last. A guy in a business suit just murdered “Don’t Stop Believin’” while his friends recorded the whole thing on their phones.
“I kind of love that everyone here is just… going for it,” Olivia says, watching a woman in her sixties absolutely nail “Respect.” “No shame. Just vibes.”
“That’s the Lucky’s energy. Leave your dignity at the door and pick up a microphone.”
“Have you ever sung here?”
“Once. Jesse dared me.” I take a swig of beer. “I did ‘Jolene.’ It was a disaster.”
Olivia laughs. “I would pay good money to see that.”
“The evidence has been destroyed. For everyone’s safety.” I glance toward the back. “You ready to lose at pool?”
“I’m ready to learn,” she corrects, finishing her beer. “Whether I lose depends on the teacher.”
We grab our drinks and head to the tables. There are three of them, but only one is open. I rack the balls while Olivia selects a cue, testing the weight of a few before settling on one. She holds it awkwardly, like a scepter rather than a tool.
“Okay,” I say, chalking my cue. “Basic rules. You’re trying to sink either solids or stripes… whichever you get first. But you have to call your pocket.”
“Call my pocket?”
“You have to declare your intentions,” I say. “You call the ball, and you call the pocket.”
“That sounds made up. You’re trying to hustle me.”
“It’s the law of the land. I promise.”
I line up for the break. I lean over the table, find my angle, and strike. The rack explodes. Balls scatter across the felt in a chaotic dance. Two stripes drop into the corner pocket.
I straighten up, grinning at her.
“And I’m stripes,” I say. “Which makes you solids. You’re up.”
Olivia walks around the table, studying the layout like she’s analyzing a network diagram. She frowns, narrowing her eyes at the corner pocket, doing the math in her head.
“Corner pocket,” she announces. Then she leans in.
I grip my beer bottle a little tighter. The deep V of her blouse hangs loose as she leans forward, and gravity takes over. That delicate silver necklace, the one that’s been taunting me all night, swings away from her skin. I have absolutely no idea which ball she’s aiming for. I couldn’t tell if there are even pockets on this table anymore.
The sharp clack of the cue ball snaps me back to reality. I blink, forcing my eyes up to the table just in time to see the ball roll lazily, tap her target, and stop a dismal six inches from the pocket.
“Well,” she says, straightening up and blowing a strand of hair out of her face. The necklace settles back against her skin, the show over. “That was terrible.”
“You’re overthinking it. Here.” I set my beer down on a nearby high-top table and move behind her. “Can I?”
Olivia looks back at me. “Please.”
I step into her space.
The noise of the bar - the bad karaoke, the clatter of balls from the next table, the laughter - fades into white noise. Suddenly, the only thing that exists is the heat radiating off her back and the scent of her perfume.
“Okay,” I say, and my voice drops an octave. A rough murmur near her ear. “First, your feet. You’re too stiff.”
I nudge the inside of her boot with the toe of mine.
“Widen your stance. Give yourself a solid base.”
She shifts, moving her feet apart. She leans back just a fraction, but it’s enough that her body brushes against mine. The contact sends a jolt of electricity straight down my spine.
“Better,” I manage. “Now, lean in. Get your chin down. You want to be looking right down the barrel of the cue.”
She bends at the waist. I mirror her, leaning over her back. My chest hovers inches from her shoulder. I reach out with my left hand, covering hers on the felt.
“Relax your hand,” I whisper. I mold my fingers over hers, guiding them into the proper shape. “Make a bridge. Thumb tight against the index finger. Create a channel for the cue to slide through.”
She relaxes under my touch, her hand softening into the shape I want. I reach around her right side with my other hand, gripping the cue just behind hers. I’m effectively wrapping her in my arms now. Her breath rises and falls against my ribs. Goosebumps prick the back of her neck where her hair has fallen forward.
“Now,” I say, my mouth so close to her ear that she shivers. “Don’t poke at it. Stroke through it. Smooth. Like a piston.”
“A piston,” she repeats, her voice breathless.
“Yeah. Pull back slow…” I guide her arm back, feeling the tension in her bicep. “Pause. And then push through.”
We move together. Back. Pause. Forward.
Crack.
The sound is sharp and clean. The cue ball rockets forward, striking the solid orange 5-ball with perfect force. It shoots across the felt and vanishes into the corner pocket with a decisive thud.
“Oh!” Olivia straightens up, turning in my arms.
My hands are still hovering in the air where she just was. Her face is inches from mine, flushed with victory. Her lips are parted.
“I did it,” she says, sounding surprised.
“I told you,” I say, and I don’t move away. I can’t. I’m trapped in her gravitational field. “You just needed a little guidance.”
Olivia’s gaze drops to my mouth, then drags back up to my eyes. The playfulness is gone, replaced by a raw, hungry intensity that makes the floor unsteady.
“I think,” she whispers, “I might need a few more lessons.”




Olivia

Casey’s suit jacket hasn’t moved from the back of my chair for the past two weeks. By all rights, I should have returned it days ago. Or at least hung it in the coat closet.
I add it to the mental checklist running in the background of my brain:
	Finish the proposal


	Return the jacket.


	Tell the woman I slept with that I am actively plotting the obsolescence of her career.





I tear my gaze from the jacket and turn back to my primary monitor. The cursor blinks at me, steady and accusatory.
Project AURORA_Legacy Infrastructure Sunsetting & Modernization
Draft v3
I hate the word sunsetting. It’s such a gentle, corporate euphemism for killing something. It implies a natural end, a peaceful fade into the dark. It doesn’t capture the violence of ripping out a company’s nervous system and replacing it with cloud-based wiring.
I’m supposed to be writing about latency, scalability, and risk mitigation. Instead, I’m rewriting the opening paragraph for the fourth time, trying to find language that doesn’t feel like a betrayal.
I’m not finding it.
My processor is lagging. It has been all weekend.
Saturday, I went to Sherry’s house. It was a commitment on the calendar from weeks ago - before the crisis, before the server room, before the pool table at Lucky’s. I’d already bought the presents: a coding robot kit for Hannah, a refracting telescope for the twins.
I showed up on time. I brought wine. I activated the “Cool Aunt” protocol. But while Sherry’s husband was grilling in the backyard and the kids were achieving a frequency of shrieking that should be scientifically impossible, I felt like a ghost. I was physically present, holding a glass of wine, but my operating system was somewhere else entirely.
“You’re buffering,” Sherry had said, sliding onto the patio bench next to me.
“I’m what?”
“Buffering. You’ve been hypnotized by that hydrangea bush for ten minutes. Where are you, Liv?”
I was in my home office at 7 AM, calculating migration costs. I was in a karaoke bar, feeling the heat of Casey’s hand on my waist. I was trying to reconcile the fact that the most competent, grounding person I’ve met in a decade is the same person I have to sacrifice to save the company.
“Just work,” I’d told Sherry. “You know how it is.”
She didn’t believe me. Sherry knows me too well. But she refilled my wine and let it go.
Sunday morning, Casey texted: Brunch?
I didn’t check my calendar. I compromised my own response time metrics by replying Yes in under thirty seconds.
We went to a diner where the coffee was terrible, but the pancakes were perfect. We debated my ongoing failure to keep a succulent alive for more than six weeks. “You’re drowning them with love, Olivia,” she’d said. “Ignore them. They like it.” We had a passionate, fifteen-minute discourse on whether hash browns are superior to home fries.
They are. Casey is wrong, but charmingly so.
Afterward, we aimlessly walked through the park, shoulders brushing, hands buried deep in our coat pockets. It was cold - a biting wind coming off the river -but neither of us wanted to say goodbye.
I studied at her profile - the sharp jaw, her wind-tangled hair - and the guilt hit me.
I should tell her right now. Standing here on the pavement, surrounded by tourists and bad jazz.
I opened my mouth. “Casey, I need to…”
She turned to face me, her eyes bright, cheeks flushed from the cold. “Yeah?”
I looked at her, and my courage failed. Or maybe my selfishness won. I wanted one more day of existing in this bubble where we were just Olivia and Casey.
“I need to get warmer,” I lied. “I’m freezing.”
“Come here,” she’d said, and wrapped her arm around me, pulling me into her side.
Now, it’s Monday. The bubble has popped.
The words are still there on the screen - perfectly reasonable for what I’m recommending we do. I highlight the section titled Personnel Implications, stare at it for a long second, and hit delete.
A sharp knock breaks my trance.
I minimize the document just as Ann opens the door.
“Olivia,” she says. “Ready?”
No.
“Yes,” I say, straightening in my chair. “Come in.”
Ann settles into the chair across from me. Charlie follows her, looking annoyingly rested from his vacation. He’s holding a chipped mug that says World’s Okayest Manager - a gag gift from his team that he uses with unironic pride.
He smiles at me. “Good morning, Ms. Cooper. Heard it was a hell of a week.”
“You could say that.”
I wait for the door to click shut.
“Before we start,” I say, “I need to establish that what we discuss here stays confidential. This cannot leave this room. I don’t want rumors before we have a concrete plan.”
The smile drops off Charlie’s face. He straightens, setting his mug down. “Understood.” Ann just nods, her stylus hovering over her tablet.
I take a breath. I glance at the minimized tab on my screen, then back to them.
“The incident we had over Christmas proves that we can’t continue postponing infrastructure modernization. Vincent has asked me to draft a comprehensive proposal for migrating off the legacy systems.”
Charlie blinks. “A patch plan?”
“No. A replacement plan.” I keep my voice level. “We’re looking at a multi-year project to rebuild the financial processing architecture from the ground up. Cloud-native. Microservices. The legacy system will eventually be decommissioned.”
The silence in the room is sudden and heavy.
“Jesus,” Charlie mutters. He sinks back in his chair. “Does Casey know?”
He looks at me, and there is no deference in his eyes now. Just protection.
“Not yet.” My throat is tight. “I wanted to meet with you both first. To discuss recognition for her work during the crisis, and to… figure out what this means for her going forward.”
Ann taps her stylus against her tablet, cutting through the tension.
“Recognition first,” she says pragmatically. “That’s the easier piece.”
Charlie looks at Ann. “Casey worked through Christmas. She kept the entire platform from going down.”
“Holiday pay at double-time,” Ann says. “And Vincent authorized the maximum discretionary bonus tier. We frame it as a ‘Critical Response Award’ and make sure the company knows she saved the quarter.”
“Agreed.” Charlie leans forward, elbows on his knees. “But what happens after?” He looks at me. “If we’re phasing out the system, what’s her role in this company?”
The question I’ve been dreading. The question that kept me awake all weekend.
“I don’t know,” I admit. “That’s why you’re here.”
“Okay.” Charlie runs a hand through his hair, frustrated. “Here’s what I know about Casey. She’s brilliant. She’s been with this company since the beginning. She knows that system better than anyone. But she’s also… stuck.”
“Stuck how?” Ann asks.
“She doesn’t have a degree,” Charlie says. “She applied for a Lead Architect role seven years ago,” Charlie continues. “Before I was her manager. HR filtered her resume out before the first interview because she didn’t check the ‘Bachelor Degree’ box. I think she stopped trying after that.”
My chest aches. Rejection. That’s why she hides. That’s why she calls herself a “feral basement creature.” I glance at the framed diploma on my wall, sitting there like an accusation.
“I’ve been encouraging her to expand her skill set,” Charlie adds. “Learn cloud architecture, modern frameworks. She’s smart enough to pick it up in her sleep. But there’s never been a compelling reason for her to invest that time.”
“Until now,” Ann says quietly.
“Until now.”
“Okay. Let me think out loud for a second.” She looks at me. “You’re proposing a migration off the legacy system. That’s going to require someone who understands the current architecture.”
“Yes,” I say. “It’s impossible without that knowledge. Consultants would spend six months just trying to map the database.”
“And Casey knows that system better than anyone.”
“She does.”
Ann’s expression shifts - the look of someone connecting dots. “So she needs to be involved in the transformation. Not just as a consultant or a subject matter expert. As a core part of the project team.”
Charlie sits up straighter. “Hell yes. There’s no one better. And we have Jordan, one of our junior engineers. They’ve been asking to take on more responsibility, learn from Casey. They could support her, handle the grunt work, free her up to focus on the migration strategy.”
The pressure eases in my chest. A path forward, forming in real-time.
“So if Casey is leading the transformation,” I say slowly, working through it, “learning the new systems as we build them, mastering cloud-native architecture through hands-on work…”
“Then her role transforms, too,” Ann finishes. “She’s not maintaining a legacy system anymore. She’s leading a modernization project. And when it’s complete, she has the expertise to continue as a Lead Cloud Architect.”
“Exactly.” Charlie is nodding, energized now. “We’re upskilling her. We’re giving her the opportunity she never had before - to grow, to lead, to finally prove she belongs at the next level.”
I look at them both.
“I need to talk to her,” I say. “Before this goes any further. She deserves to hear it from me, not through the rumor mill.”
“Agreed,” Ann says. “And when you do, you can tell her we’re already working on the recognition package. And that we want her to lead this transformation.”
Charlie picks up his coffee, takes a sip, and grimaces. The “World’s Okayest Manager” looks genuinely stressed. “When are you planning to tell her?”
“Later today. Before she leaves.”
He stands, and Ann follows.
“I’ll pull the documentation for the current architecture,” Charlie says. “It’ll help build the case for why she’s the only one who can lead this. We’ll make it airtight.”
“Thank you.”
They leave, and I’m alone again with the laptop, the proposal, and the jacket draped over my chair.
I open a new document and type:
Project AURORA_Key Personnel
	Proposed Lead: Casey Hobbs


	New Title: Lead Cloud Architect


	Rationale: 14 years tenure, original architect of the current core system. Deep institutional knowledge of dependencies and custom logic.





It looks good on paper. It’s a massive jump in title and pay. It’s the career path she’s been denied for a decade.
But I still have to tell her the price.
I save the document and lean back in my chair, staring at the ceiling. The conversation plays out in my head a dozen different ways, none of them good.
Casey, the system you built needs to be replaced.
Casey, I’m recommending we phase out the legacy infrastructure.
Casey, I know you’ve given fourteen years to this, but…
Every version ends with her face shuttering. That look she gets when she’s making herself small, invisible, accepting less than she deserves.
I’m terrified she won’t see the promotion. I’m terrified she’ll think I found out about the lack of a degree, and I’m trying to “fix” her. That this is charity, not respect.
I pull up Slack and find Casey’s name. The green dot is active.
Can you meet me at 3? Delete.
Do you have time this afternoon? Delete.
Hey… I stop. Take a breath. This is business. Treat it like business.
Olivia: Hey. Do you have a minute at 3 PM? Conference room 8-C.
Casey: For you? Always.
The casual loyalty hits me in the chest.
Casey: Everything okay?
Olivia: Just want to run something by you.
Casey:
Okay. See you at 3.
I have two hours to figure out how to tell her that everything is about to change.




Casey

“… and you just knew what to do?” Jordan is leaning forward over their desk, eyes wide. “Like, you didn’t have to look anything up or call anyone?”
“I’ve been working with that system for fourteen years,” I say, taking a sip of my afternoon coffee. “It’s not magic. It’s just logic wrapped in caffeine and bad documentation.”
“It’s definitely magic.” Jordan spins their chair back to their monitor, pulling up a network diagram. “I’ve been trying to understand the authentication flow for weeks, and I’m still lost. How did you even build something this complex?”
“Carefully,” I say, looking at the spaghetti tangle of lines on the screen. “And with a lot of late nights.”
I lean over toward their screen. It’s a mess, but I see the pattern.
“Which part is confusing you?”
“All of it?”
I pull up a chair. “Okay. Here…” I point at a node in the center. “See this junction? That’s where the SSL handshake happens. The retry loop connects back through this pathway, and if it times out…”
I glance at the clock on Jordan’s monitor. 14:54.
Shit.
“… actually, I need to run,” I say, standing abruptly. “Meeting at three. But can we pick this up later? The code isn’t going anywhere.”
“Yeah, totally.” Jordan’s already absorbed in the diagram again. “Thanks, Casey.”
I head for the stairs, taking them two at a time. Conference room 8-C is on the eighth floor, tucked away near the emergency exit. It’s small, private, and usually reserved for sensitive conversations.
I check my reflection in the glass door. Hair is messy but acceptable. T-shirt is clean. I look like myself.
I lean against the wall, phone in hand. 15:00 comes and goes.
At 15:03, the door opens, and Olivia steps inside.
A smile forms - a reflex, born of the weekend - but it dies on my lips halfway up. I know immediately something’s wrong.
She’s in full CTO mode - hair up in a sleek bun, tailored blouse, pencil skirt, heels. Her face is composed, carefully neutral.
This is not the woman who let me teach her how to play pool on Friday, laughing when she scratched on the eight ball. This is not the woman who stole bacon off my plate on Sunday and didn’t even pretend to feel guilty about it.
“Sorry,” she says, closing the door behind her. “Got caught on a call.”
Her voice is cool. Professional. It sends a spike of unease straight down my spine.
“No problem,” I say, trying to read her expression and getting nothing. “What’s up?”
She sits, setting her laptop on the table between us. She doesn’t open it. Her hands rest on top of the lid, fingers laced together tightly.
Okay. This is officially weird.
“So,” I try, aiming for light and missing by a mile. “Is this the part where you tell me we’ve been acquired by Google and I’m being replaced by an AI?”
She doesn’t smile. Doesn’t even acknowledge the attempt at humor.
“Casey.” She stops, takes a visible breath, and tries again. “I wanted to talk to you before this becomes official. Before it goes to the board and people hear about it.”
The lightness in my chest evaporates, replaced by a sinking dread.
She’s talking, her voice measured and careful. I catch pieces of it - phrases that float past me like corrupted data packets.
The incident revealed something we’ve known for a while.
We’ve postponed this before.
Can’t postpone it anymore.
But then one phrase lands with the full weight of reality.
“… a full migration off the legacy systems to cloud-native architecture.”
She’s talking about my system. The only reason I have a desk in this building.
“How long?” The question comes out flat, stripped of inflection.
“Eighteen months to two years, depending on how we plan the rollout.”
My throat is tight. I force the next question out even though I already know the answer, have known it since she said the word migration.
“And after that? After the migration is complete?”
Olivia meets my eyes directly for the first time since she sat down.
“After that, the legacy system will be decommissioned.”
There it is. The word I’ve been waiting for. A polite word for dead. A polite word for we don’t need you anymore.
“Right,” I say, sounding reasonable, calm. Like this is just another technical discussion about disk space or bandwidth. “That makes sense.”
And it does.
Professionally, strategically, from every objective angle, it’s the correct decision. I’ve known for years that this was coming. You can’t run a modern fintech company on a COBOL backbone forever.
Knowing that doesn’t make it hurt any less. It’s like she’s putting down an old dog. And I’m the dog.
“No, you’re right.” I’m nodding now. The firewall is up. I reinforce the performance of being fine because I refuse to let her see me bleed. “The system’s old. It’s a liability. Migrating to modern architecture is the only logical move.”
I sound like I’m agreeing with her. Like I’m on board. Like the ground isn’t currently shifting under my feet, swallowing me whole.
“I know this is difficult…”
I push back from the table, the chair scraping against the floor too loud in the small room. I stand up. I need to go. I need air.
“Okay. Thanks for the heads-up. I appreciate you telling me directly.”
“Casey, wait…”
“I should get back. Jordan’s still waiting for me to explain the authentication flow.”
Jordan. The future. The one with the degree and the potential. I should go finish training my replacement.
I’m already moving toward the door, needing to be anywhere but in this room with this information and the careful, professional expression on Olivia’s face.
“There’s more.”
Her voice cuts through sharper than before, urgent in a way that breaks through her careful composure.
“I’m not finished.”
I stop, my hand already on the handle. I don’t turn around. I can’t look at her.
“Please,” she says, and  I hear the raw plea in her voice. “Sit down. Let me finish.”
I hesitate. Then, slowly, I turn around.
I don’t sit down. I stand with my back to the door, arms crossed over my chest, waiting for the severance package.
“The legacy system isn’t the only thing being transformed,” she says carefully. “Your role would transform, too.”
A bitter laugh escapes me - a short, ugly sound. “Yeah. I get it. I’m being phased out along with the system.”
“No…”
“It’s fine, Olivia. I understand how this works.” The words come out sharp, harder than I mean them to. The firewall is crumbling, and I’m lashing out. “The system goes, the person who maintains it becomes redundant. It makes sense.”
“Casey, that’s not…”
“I’ve been here fourteen years. I know the playbook,” I interrupt, my voice rising. “You’re gonna offer me some kind of severance package, right? Or is it the ‘Knowledge Transfer’ deal? You keep me around for six months to train someone else on my code, and then you give me the cardboard box for my things?”
I’m spiraling now. I know it. But I can’t stop.
“Or maybe…”
“Stop.”
Olivia stands up. Before I can react, her hand catches mine.
“Just stop. Please.”
The warmth of her palm against my cold skin shocks the words right out of my throat.
“That’s not what this is,” she says, and her voice has shed the professional veneer entirely. “That’s not what I’m telling you.”
“Then what are you telling me?”
She doesn’t let go of my hand. If anything, her grip tightens, like she’s worried I’ll bolt if she releases me.
“Your expertise is unique,” she says. “You built that system from the ground up. You know every dependency, every piece of custom logic, every integration point. No one else in this company has that knowledge. If anyone else tried to migrate us, they’d break the backbone of the company in a week.”
“So you want me to document it. Write it all down so someone else can…”
“No.” She cuts me off, and her expression hardens with resolve. “We want you to lead the transformation. We want you to build the new one.”
I blink. The words don’t compute. “What?”
“The migration can’t happen without you, Casey.”
She pauses, and when she speaks again, her voice is softer.
“You have a brilliant mind. I’ve watched you solve problems that would have taken anyone else weeks. We want to invest in you. We want to pay for you to learn cloud-native architecture, modern frameworks - everything you need to not just participate in this project, but run it.”
The words wash over me. I’m trying to process them, trying to jam this new data into the narrative of disaster I’d already constructed.
“And when it’s done?” I ask because I need to hear her say it. I need to know where the trap is. “When the new system is built and running?”
“Then you maintain it,” Olivia says simply. “You’d know the architecture inside and out because you designed it. Your role doesn’t end, Casey. It evolves.”
She leans closer.
“The proposal lists you as Lead Cloud Architect.”
I stare at her.
It’s the title I applied for years ago. The one I was told I wasn’t “qualified” for.
She’s looking at me like she means it. Like this isn’t just corporate speak, some consolation prize to soften the blow of obsolescence. But the hurt is still there, sitting heavy in my chest.
I pull my hand away.
“I need to think about it,” I say, and my voice comes out flat, carefully neutral.
“Casey…”
“Is that all?”
The words come out frosted. I don’t mean for it to sound that way, but my defense mechanisms are running on autopilot. I need to get out of this room before I say something I can’t take back.
“Because if that’s everything, I should get back to work.”
Olivia’s expression fractures - hurt, understanding, and frustration collide all at once.
“That’s everything.”
“Okay.” I reach for the door handle again. “Thanks for telling me directly.”
“Casey.”
My name stops me, but I don’t turn around. I can’t look at her right now.
“I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear. And I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but this isn’t about phasing you out. It’s about recognizing that you’re irreplaceable.”
The word lands somewhere in my chest, but I can’t feel it yet. The static in my head is too loud.
“I’ll think about it,” I repeat.




Olivia

The door clicks shut, sealing the silence inside with me.
I stand there, eyes fixed on the wood grain, half-expecting the handle to turn. Half-expecting her to come back, to ask for clarification, to demand I explain the logic again. To yell. Anything other than that polite, frozen retreat.
She doesn’t.
I sink back into the chair and press my palms flat against the table, borrowing its stability.
Professionally, I did everything right. I told her before it became official. I positioned it as an opportunity, not a termination. I emphasized her value, her expertise, her irreplaceability.
Personally, I just watched her shut down completely. Watched her pull her hand away from mine as if my touch burned. And I don’t know if I just destroyed us before we even had a chance to figure out what “us” means.
My phone sits on the table next to the laptop. I pick it up, pull up our message thread. The last text is from this morning. Casey sent me a photo of Byte stuck halfway into a paper bag, looking betrayed by physics. I’d sent back three crying-laughing emojis.
My thumb hovers over the screen.
What am I supposed to say? Sorry for telling you your life’s work is being dismantled, but hey, do you still want to meet up for New Year’s Eve?
I don’t know if those plans still exist. I don’t know if we still exist.
◆◆◆
 
I’m walking out of the elevator, moving on autopilot, when I hear my name.
Ann is standing in the doorway of her office, holding the door open. She signals for me to come in with a tilt of her head.
“That bad?” she asks as I step inside.
My laugh comes out hollow. “She thought I was firing her. She was bracing for the severance package before I even opened the laptop.”
“What?” Ann’s eyebrows shoot up. “But you told her about the architect role…”
“I did.” I set my laptop on her desk and walk to the window, needing to look at something other than the office. “She went completely cold, Ann. She tried to leave before I even got to the opportunity part.”
“Shit.” Ann sighs, leaning back against her desk. “Did you explain…”
“Yes. Of course, I explained.” The words tumble out faster now. “I told her she’s irreplaceable. I told her we want to invest in her.”
Ann is quiet for a moment, studying my face.
“She said she’d think about it and left,” I continue, staring out at the grey city skyline. “I didn’t even get to the recognition part. The bonus, the award… none of it.”
“Okay.” Ann turns and reaches for her tablet. “I’ll message Charlie now. He can catch her before she leaves, tell her about the package. Coming from her manager might land better. Less… charged.”
“Thank you.”
She taps a message quickly, then sets the tablet down again. The silence stretches.
“Liv.”
Her voice is gentler now, the nickname she only uses when we’re alone.
“What’s going on? You’ve delivered worse news to people without flinching. You just offered someone a career-changing promotion, and you look like you were the one who got fired.”
I grip the windowsill. I should deflect. I should give her the standard answer about retention metrics and project risk. But I’m so tired. And Ann has seen me through six years of board meetings, Ryan’s bullshit, and every crisis that’s tried to break me.
“I don’t know.” My voice fails me. “I sat there, and I couldn’t find the right words. Nothing I said made it better.”
“Well, there’s no right way to say this,” Ann says carefully. “Sometimes the message is hard, no matter how you deliver it.”
I press my fingers against my temples, trying to massage away the headache blooming behind my eyes.
Ann is quiet for a long moment. When she speaks again, the tone has shifted. It’s not HR anymore. It’s friend, but with a warning label attached.
“How well do you know her?”
The question catches me sideways. I turn from the window. “What do you mean?”
“I mean… you are pretty torn up about one engineer’s reaction.” She holds my gaze, her expression neutral but her eyes sharp. “So I’m asking… how well do you know her?”
My throat tightens.
Ann’s not stupid. She’s been reading people for twenty years. And I’m apparently not as good at hiding this as I thought I was.
Danger, my brain warns.
“Well enough,” I say, choosing the words with agonizing care, “to know she didn’t deserve to hear it the way I delivered it.”
Ann nods slowly, like I’ve confirmed something she already suspected, but she doesn’t push.
“Give her tonight. Let Charlie talk to her about the recognition. If she wants to discuss it more, she knows where to find you.”
“And if she doesn’t want to find me?”
The question slips out before I can stop it. It sounds desperate.
“Then you give her space.” Ann picks up her tablet again, signaling the conversation is over. “But Olivia? For what it’s worth, I think you did the hard thing the right way. She just needs time to see it.”
◆◆◆
 
Back in my office, I sit down, pull my laptop toward me, and stare at the proposal document without seeing it.
I need to add a contingency section. Plan B if Casey refuses the role.
It won’t be as good. It will be slower, more expensive, and infinitely riskier. No one else has her knowledge, her understanding of the system’s intricacies. But I need to present Vincent with options that don’t depend on a woman who can’t look me in the eye currently.
I still feel the moment she pulled away. I still hear the cold, flat tone when she said I’ll think about it.
Translation: I need space from you right now.
Contingency Planning - Alternative Staffing Options
I type because it’s the only thing I know how to do right now. When the data is bad, you build a backup plan. You prepare for the scenario where the primary asset walks away.
I force myself to breathe, to focus on the pixels appearing on the screen.
	Option 1: External consultant with legacy system expertise 




The words blur. I blink, refocus.
	Option 2: Distribute knowledge across existing team members (Risk: High)





Neither option is as good as Casey leading the transformation. Neither option is what I want. But I need to have them ready. Just in case.
My phone buzzes against the desk.
For one irrational, heart-stopping second, I think it’s her. I grab it, expecting a text about the offer, or the date, or just anger.
Vincent: Just a reminder - New Year’s Eve at the townhouse tomorrow. You coming?
I stare at the message.
The idea of putting on a cocktail dress, holding a glass of champagne, and making small talk while my stomach is in knots feels physically impossible.
Olivia: I think I’m going to pass this year. I need to focus on the proposal.
Three dots appear.
Vincent: Ollie. It’s New Year’s. Take a night off. The proposal isn’t going anywhere.
Olivia: I’m on a roll. Better to push through.
I pause, then type the rest before I can talk myself out of it.
Olivia: Actually, I’m going to work from home the rest of the week. Minimize distractions.
The truth is, I can’t walk these hallways tomorrow. I can’t risk seeing Casey in the elevator, or by the coffee machine, and getting that polite, frozen silence again. If I’m not here, I can pretend everything is fine.
Vincent: Alright. Get some rest while you’re at it.
I lock the phone and toss it onto the desk. The silence of the office presses in.
The jacket is still on my chair. I lean back and rest my face against the collar. It doesn’t smell like her anymore, but I hold onto it anyway.
◆◆◆
 
The apartment is blazing when I walk in.
Every string of fairy lights I carefully arranged is glowing. The tree is a riot of gold and silver. The garland on the mantel is pulsing with a soft, warm sequence. The space is relentlessly cheerful.
It makes me want to scream.
It’s too much. All of it. The twinkling, the shimmer, the optimism of every light.
I walk to the tree first. I reach down and yank the cord from the wall. The lights die instantly; the room dims by half.
Then the mantel. Then the bookshelf. Then the curtain rod.
I move through the apartment methodically, executing a manual shutdown. I crouch behind furniture, reaching into dusty corners, pulling every plug until the artificial joy is extinguished. When I’m done, the only light left is the cold, blue glow of the city coming through the windows.
The silence that follows is appropriate. It matches the inside of my head.
I sink onto the couch in the dark, still wearing my coat. I pull out my phone. The screen is bright in the gloom, stinging my tired eyes.
No new messages.
I open the thread with Casey anyway. The photo of Byte in the paper bag is still there, frozen mid-disaster.
I set the phone on the coffee table, screen up. Just in case.
The minutes pass. Ten. Twenty. Thirty.
My eyes burn. The exhaustion from the day, the emotional wringer of the meeting, the weight of the lie I’m living, crash over me all at once. I don’t mean to fall asleep. But my head drops back against the cushion, and the darkness pulls me under.
Bzzzt. Bzzzt.
The vibration rattles the glass top of the coffee table, a harsh sound in the quiet room.
I jerk awake, disoriented. My neck is stiff, my mouth dry. I fumble for the phone, my heart hammering against my ribs before I even see the screen.
00:00 AM
One new message.
I unlock it, squinting against the glare. The name at the top of the screen makes my breath catch.
Casey:
Did you know about this last week?




Casey

The cold is the point.
It cuts through the leather of my jacket, biting at my neck where the scarf has loosened, numbing my fingers inside the gloves. It’s past 11 PM, and the wind off the river is like a physical slap.
Good. I need to feel something other than this gnawing, low-grade nausea.
I lean Ethel into the curve of the on-ramp, the engine growling beneath me. The street is mostly empty, just a few other insomniacs. I throttle up, watching the speedometer climb. The city blurs into streaks of amber and red, meaningless light without structure.
I’ve been riding for an hour. Just looping the perimeter of the city, racing to outrun my own brain.
It’s not working.
Every time I slow down, the guilt catches up.
It starts with Jordan. I left them hanging with that complex authentication diagram, practically running out of the office to meet Olivia. And when I came back…
“Hey, Casey?” Jordan had asked, spinning around in their chair as I walked past, looking like I’d just attended my own funeral. “Did the meeting go okay? You look…”
“I’m busy, Jordan,” I’d snapped. I didn’t even stop walking. “Figure it out yourself. Read the documentation.”
I saw their face fall - confused and hurt - before I rounded the corner to my desk. I didn’t apologize. I just grabbed my bag and left.
Read the documentation. As if I’m not the only living documentation that exists.
I shift gears, and Ethel complains - a mechanical sputter that vibrates through the handlebars. She hates the cold as much as I do. She’s an old bike, carbureted and temperamental, requiring a specific sequence of choke and throttle to get going in the morning.
Just like me.
“I know,” I mutter into the wind. “We’re going home soon.”
The guilt over Jordan twists in my stomach again. Read the documentation. I was cruel because I was jealous. Because Jordan represents the future, and for the first time in my career, I am distinctly like the past.
And then there was Charlie.
He’d caught me by the elevators right after I grabbed my bag, grinning like he’d won the lottery.
“Hobbs! Big moves,” he’d said, clapping a hand on my shoulder, heavy as lead. “Ann just pinged me. Huge news. You’re getting the red carpet for solving the Christmas crisis. Double-time, a massive bonus, a company-wide award.”
I remember watching his mouth move, gripping my helmet so hard my fingers ached. He kept going, oblivious.
“And this new role? Lead Architect? Casey, that’s the dream.”
He was so happy for me. He was so relieved that he could finally offer me something other than overtime and gratitude.
“Yeah,” I’d said, forcing a smile that felt like it was made of cracking plaster. “It’s great. Thanks, Charlie.”
“Look, I know change is a pain in the ass,” he said, misreading my answer, “and the role usually requires certifications you don’t have on paper. Olivia waived them. So you don’t have to worry.”
I lean into the turn, the bike banking hard.
Waived them. Like I’m a charity case.
Charlie thinks it’s a victory. Jordan thinks I’m a wizard. Olivia thinks she’s saving me. But out here, with the wind screaming in my helmet, I know what I actually feel.
Fear.
Pure, unadulterated terror.
I’m forty-four years old. I’ve spent fourteen years becoming the master of a specific, obsolete universe. I know every quirk of that system. I know where the bodies are buried. I have value because I am the only one who can keep the lights on.
I tried to go home. I tried to be normal.
I fed the cats. Pixel tried to climb my leg while screaming at a moth on the ceiling, and Byte stared at me from the top of the refrigerator with deep, spiritual judgment.
I sat on the couch and opened the browser on my phone. Cloud Architect certification requirements. I clicked the first link, and the jargon flooded the screen. Microservices. Serverless computing. Containerization. Kubernetes. I know what the words mean, technically. I’ve read the articles. But I don’t know them. I don’t feel them in my gut the way I feel the legacy server’s hum.
If I take this job… I’m a novice again. I’m a junior engineer with a senior title, struggling to learn frameworks that kids like Jordan learned in college.
And Olivia?
I replay Friday night. She sat on the back of this bike, her arms around my waist, her body pressed against mine. The karaoke bar. Standing outside afterward in the cold, passing a cigarette back and forth while she laughed at something I said. Her mouth on mine when she kissed me against the brick wall, desperate and sweet, tasting like smoke.
Did she know then?
I replay Sunday brunch. The diner with the terrible coffee - though I thought it was decent until Olivia made a face and said, “Casey, this is horrendous.” We shared bacon and pancakes, her fork stealing from my plate without asking.
Did she look at me and see a project?
Was she thinking, I need to keep Casey happy so the migration goes smoothly?
It makes everything we did - every intimacy, every shared secret, every soft glance - is tainted. If she respected me, she would have told me. She would have said, “Hey, heads up, big changes coming Monday.”
I kill the engine and pull my phone out of my jacket pocket.
00:00 AM.
The universe has a sick sense of timing.
Come midnight, the spell breaks. Right on schedule.
My fingers are stiff, shaking slightly - from the cold, from the vibration of the bike, from the anger finally boiling over the grief.
I open our text thread.
I don’t want to be rational. I don’t want to be professional. I want to know if the weekend was real.
I type the words, my thumb hovering over the screen.
Casey: Did you know about this last week?
The screen doesn’t even have time to go dark.
Three dots appear immediately. Bubbling up, vanishing, bubbling up again.
Olivia: Yes, I did. I’m sorry
The word sits there, stark and unadorned. No excuses. Just the truth I asked for, and it’s like a punch to the gut.
Then the floodgates open.
Olivia: It was sort of decided on Friday.
Olivia: I tried to tell you on Sunday.
Olivia: I couldn’t find the words.
Olivia: I know that’s selfish. I’m sorry.
Olivia: I am so incredibly sorry, Casey.
Olivia: Can we please talk?
I stare at the stream of messages, the white bubbles piling up on the screen, frantic and desperate.
I lower the phone, looking out at the empty, darkened street. The wind whistles through the power lines above me.
Inside my head, the council is in session, and the argument is loud.
Voice A (The Wounded Pride): She played you. She sat across from you at that diner, eating your pancakes, knowing she was going to write a proposal to make you obsolete. The pool game? The flirting? It was just stress relief for her. You’re just an employee she felt guilty about.
Voice B (The Engineer): Look at the data. She didn’t fire you; she offered you an architect role. That is not the behavior of someone who views you as disposable.
Voice A: She lied by omission. She treated you like a child who couldn’t handle the truth.
Voice B: She’s the CTO. She has a fiduciary duty. And she’s answering you in the middle of the night. She’s not indifferent. She’s spiraling just as hard as you are.
And then, quieter but harder to ignore, comes the third voice. The one I’ve been trying to drown out with engine noise for the last hour.
Voice C (The Glitch): Forget the data. Remember her hands. Remember how they shook when she reached for you on the terrace. Remember her stricken expression in the conference room when you pulled away. If she didn’t tell you, it’s because she was scared, too.
I squeeze my eyes shut. God, I’m so tired.
I’m tired of being angry. I’m tired of feeling small. I’m tired of assuming that everyone is trying to get rid of me because I don’t have a framed piece of paper on my wall.
That’s the truth, isn’t it? It’s not that I think Olivia is trying to screw me over. It’s that she thinks I’m ‘Lead Architect’ material. And I’m terrified that if I take the job, she’s going to find out I’m just a mechanic. I’m not afraid of the work. I’m afraid of failing her.
I stare at the phone until the screen dims.
Olivia: Please.
The single word hangs there.
I know that tone. I heard it in the conference room when she grabbed my hand. It’s the sound of Olivia falling apart.
I take a deep breath, the cold air stinging my lungs. I look around, checking my bearings. I’m on the edge of the warehouse district, near the old bridge. I trace the route in my head. Across the bridge. Two lefts. The high-rise near the park.
I’m twelve blocks from her apartment.
My subconscious has been driving the bike while I was busy feeling sorry for myself. It brought me here. To her orbit.
If I go home, I stew in this for another twenty-four hours. I let the silence harden into something permanent. We miss New Year’s. We become awkward coworkers who nod in the hallway and avoid eye contact.
If I go to her…
We fix it. Or we end it properly. But we don’t leave it in the grey.
My fingers are clumsy with the cold, but I manage to type.
Casey: I’m nearby.
Casey: Can be at your place in 10?
Olivia: Code is 4492. Come up.




Olivia

Ten minutes is a lifetime when you’re waiting for the executioner.
I’m still wearing my coat. I realize this only when I try to stand, and the wool pulls tight across my shoulders, constricting like a straitjacket. I glance down at myself - rumpled silk blouse, twisted pencil skirt - I look like a woman who packed to leave and then forgot where she was going.
I peel the coat off with clumsy fingers and toss it over the back of the couch. I walk to the kitchen, my stocking feet silent on the hardwood.  I fill a glass from the tap and drain it in three long swallows, the cold shocking through my chest. It doesn’t stop the tremor.
I’m nearby.
That means she was riding in this weather.
The thought cracks through my defenses. While I was here, systematically unplugging every light in my apartment to match the darkness inside me, she was out there on that motorcycle - freezing, alone, trying to outrun the silence I left between us.
Eight minutes now. Maybe seven.
I press my palms flat against the counter, steeling myself for what’s coming.
She’s going to end this. That’s why she’s coming - to tell me that mixing professional and personal was always going to implode, and now we both know better.
And I’ll have to let her go.
Ding.
My heart launches itself against my ribs so hard I feel it in my throat. Protocol dictates I compose myself. Wait for the knock. Count to three before opening.
To hell with protocol.
I’m moving before I decide to move, my feet carrying me across the living room. I pull the door open while she’s still halfway down the hall.
Casey stops walking.
She looks like a storm system that just made landfall - wild and raw and barely contained. The leather jacket is zipped to her throat, a thick scarf wrapped around her neck in a careless tangle. Her helmet is tucked under one arm. Her cheeks are flushed bright red from the cold, her nose the same angry pink.
Exhaustion and wariness etch her face.
“Hi.” I rasp the word, my throat scraped raw from sleep and desperation.
“Hi.”
She doesn’t move. Doesn’t step forward. She stands there in the middle of the hallway, her body vibrating with a fine tremor - whether from the cold or the ride or the barely contained emotion, is impossible to say.
“You’re freezing,” I say, stepping back and holding the door wider. “Come in. Please.”
It’s only a second - maybe two - but every millisecond drags. I watch her eyes flick past me into the dark apartment, then back to my face. She’s calculating. Weighing the risk. Deciding if entering this space is safe for her heart.
Then she steps over the threshold.
The relief that floods through me is so acute it’s almost painful.
I close the door behind her, shutting out the bright glare of the hallway.
Casey doesn’t walk far. She stops just past the entryway, near the console table where I keep my keys and mail. She drops her gloves on the wood - the sound too loud in the silence. Her keys follow with a heavy clatter. She sets the helmet down next to them with exaggerated care, like she’s trying very hard to control her movements.
She keeps the jacket on.
The message is clear: I’m not staying. I’m not getting comfortable. I’m here for answers, not reconciliation.
She turns to face me. In the blue-gray darkness, her eyes are shadowed and unreadable.
“You knew,” she says.
“I did.” I meet her gaze and hold it, refusing to look away. “I knew on Friday. After the executive meeting with Vincent and Ryan.”
Casey laughs - a short, sharp sound with no humor in it. She reaches up and unzips her jacket halfway, but she doesn’t shrug it off. Her hand drops back to her side.
“So the whole weekend,” she says, and her voice is flat, carefully controlled, “you knew.” Her eyes lock onto mine, and I see the jagged edges of her pain beneath the control.
The implication hangs between us: You knew, and you didn’t tell me. You let me believe everything was fine.
“I knew the migration was happening,” I say, and I hate how defensive it sounds. I take a breath, try again. “The incident on Christmas made it impossible to ignore any longer. The system proved it couldn’t hold. We have to modernize.”
“That’s not what I’m asking.” Casey’s voice rises, the first crack in her composure. “I’m not asking about the goddamn system, Olivia.”
Her gaze lands somewhere over my shoulder, refusing to meet my eyes. Her hands are still at her sides, curled into fists now.
“It wasn’t…” How do I explain this without sounding like I’m making excuses? “Casey, I couldn’t just tell you on Friday. Not without a plan. Not without knowing what it meant for you.”
Her eyes snap back to mine, and there’s heat there now. “It means fourteen years of work is being declared obsolete. That’s what it means for me, Olivia.”
“That’s not…” I take a breath, forcing myself to slow down. “That’s not how I see it.”
“Then how do you see it?”
Her voice is sharp, demanding. She wants answers, and she deserves them. But I don’t know how to give her the truth without it sounding like corporate doublespeak.
“I see it as…” I pause, searching for the right words. “The system you built is the backbone of this company. But it can’t scale anymore, Casey. You know that.”
“So you’re saying I built something that failed.”
“No.” The word comes out too forceful. “I’m saying you built something brilliant that’s reached the end of its natural lifecycle. That’s… that’s just technology.”
Casey’s hands unclench, but she’s still rigid.
“And you couldn’t tell me that on Friday?” Her voice is quieter now, but no less pointed. “You couldn’t say, ‘Hey, heads up, big changes coming’?”
“I wanted to.” The admission burns in my throat. “God, Casey, I wanted to. But I didn’t have a plan yet. I didn’t know what I was going to propose to Vincent. I didn’t know…”
I stop myself before I say too much. Before I admit that I was terrified of this exact moment.
Casey reaches up and unzips her jacket the rest of the way. She shrugs it off her shoulders and drapes it over the back of the nearest chair. It’s a small movement, but it is significant.
“You didn’t know what?” she asks, and her voice has lost some of its edge.
I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly cold in the dark apartment.
“I didn’t know how to tell you without hurting you,” I admit quietly. “I kept trying to find the right words, the right time, the right… framing. But there was no good way to say it.”
Casey bends down and unlaces her boots. The movement is mechanical, giving her hands a task to focus on.
“So you said nothing,” she says. “You just… pretended everything was normal.”
“I didn’t pretend.” My voice cracks. “Casey, what we did, what we… that wasn’t fake.”
She pulls off one boot, then the other, lining them up by the door.
“Then what was it?” she asks. “Because from where I’m standing, it feels like you used those days to make sure I was invested before you dropped the hammer.”
“No.” I shake my head, taking a step toward her. “That’s not… Casey, I would never…”
“Wouldn’t you?” She paces now, moving toward the dark windows, then back toward the kitchen. Her energy has shifted from frozen anger to restless movement. “You’re the CTO. I’m an engineer. This is your job - managing people, managing transitions, making sure the business doesn’t fall apart when you make hard calls.”
She stops pacing and faces me.
“And keeping me happy over the weekend? That was just good management.”
“Good management,” I repeat, and my control shatters. “You think this was good management?”
My voice rises, sharp and uncontrolled, and Casey’s eyes widen.
“Casey, if I were managing you, I would have called you into my office, handed you a printed proposal, and given you forty-eight hours to review and respond. That’s management.” I take a step toward her. “I wouldn’t have spent the weekend terrified that telling you would ruin everything we’d just started. I wouldn’t have rewritten the opening paragraph of that proposal four times trying to find language that didn’t feel like I was killing something you love.”
She’s standing near the dark windows, watching me.
“I wasn’t managing you this weekend, Casey,” I say quietly. “I was terrified that this…” I gesture at the space between us, “… that we couldn’t survive what I had to tell you on Monday.”
Casey is quiet, absorbing this. Her shoulders drop - the defensive rigidity easing just slightly.
Then, she moves toward the couch. She sinks onto it, her elbows on her knees, her hands rubbing over her face.
“Fuck,” she mutters into her palms.
I stay where I am to give her space. The silence stretches. When she finally looks up, her eyes are tired. The fight has drained out of her, leaving an exposed vulnerability behind.
“It’s not just the timing,” she admits, her voice rough. “It’s the job. You’re offering me this huge role, this fancy title…” She shakes her head, looking down at her hands. “And I don’t think you realize who you’re talking to.”
“I know exactly who I’m talking to.”
Casey lets out a long breath, still focused on her hands.
“I’m old, Olivia. I don’t have a degree. I don’t have the certifications.” She looks up at me, and I see the desperate plea in her expression. “I’ve spent years becoming the best at one very specific thing. And now you’re asking me to start over. To learn everything from scratch while also leading the project… what if I fail you?” The fear in her voice is so raw it makes my chest ache.
I move then, crossing the space between us, and I sit down on the couch beside her.
“Casey.” I wait until she meets my eyes. “You won’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do,” I say it with absolute certainty. “Yes, there will be a learning curve. Yes, you’ll have to master new frameworks. But you’ve been teaching yourself for fourteen years. You’ll figure it out.”
Casey is quiet for a long moment, absorbing this.
“Okay,” she says finally. “Okay. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I can learn it.” She meets my eyes. “But that still doesn’t explain why you didn’t just tell me on Friday.”
I drop my gaze to my hands, twisted together in my lap.
“Because I didn’t know how!”
The words burst out of me. I press my hands against my temples to steady myself. When I speak again, my voice is quieter.
“I was processing it myself. Figuring out how to be the CTO who has to decommission a legacy stack, and the woman who… who likes the engineer who built it.”
Casey studies me - the wrinkled blouse, the bare feet, the exhaustion etched into my face.
“You didn’t ruin it,” she says, her voice raspy. “But you definitely stress-tested it.”
A laugh escapes me - half relief, half disbelief. “Did we pass?”
The question comes out small, barely a whisper.
Casey looks away, her gaze landing on the dark Christmas tree in the corner. She’s quiet for a long moment, and my heart hammers against my ribs as I wait.
“I rode around the city for two hours,” she says finally. “Told myself I needed space, needed to think.” She shakes her head. “I tried really hard to be mad at you.”
She turns back to me, and her eyes are tired but soft.
“But I just missed you.”
“I missed you, too,” I whisper.
Casey reaches out, her hand finding mine in the space between us.
“I don’t know how to do this,” she admits quietly. “The job, the relationship, all of it happening at once. It scares the hell out of me.”
“Me too.”
“But I want to try.” She squeezes my hand. “I want to figure it out. With you.”
“Even though I’m probably going to mess it up sometimes?” I ask. “Even though I might default to PowerPoint when I should be talking to you?”
“Even though I’m going to panic sometimes and convince myself I’m failing?” Casey counters. “Even though I might need you to tell me I’m not a fraud every other week?”
A small smile tugs at my lips despite everything. “I can do that.”
“Then yeah.” Casey shifts closer, her shoulder pressing against mine. “Even though.”
The relief that washes over me is so complete I feel lightheaded.
“Casey? I need you to know this isn’t conditional. You and I - we’re separate from the migration. You can take time to think about the role. You can say no. And we’ll still be… this.”
Casey tilts her head, studying my face. “What is ‘this’ exactly?”
The question hangs between us, enormous and terrifying and necessary.
“I don’t know,” I admit. “I’ve never done this before. But I know I want to keep doing it.”
“Same.” Casey’s thumb traces a slow circle on the back of my hand. “Although it would help if we could maybe… communicate better? Like, before things explode?”
“Agreed.” I wince. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I should have… I don’t know what I should have done differently, but I should have tried harder to find the words.”
“And I’m sorry I went cold on you.” Casey drops her gaze. “I was hurt, and I shut down. That wasn’t fair either.”
“We’re both learning,” I say softly.
“Yeah.” Casey lets out a long breath. “We are.”
Silence settles between us, but it’s different now. Casey leans back against the couch cushions, taking me with her. Our hands are still clasped between us. I watch her chest rise and fall, the rhythm steadying.
She shifts, angling her body toward me.
“Can I ask you something?”
“Anything.”
“Tomorrow night.” She pauses. “Are we still on?”
“Yes,” I say immediately. “God, yes. I thought… I wasn’t sure if you’d still want…”
“I want,” Casey interrupts. “I definitely want.”




Casey

I’m not thinking about work until next year.
The resolution sits in my head like a mantra as I shove a pile of motorcycle magazines into the basket under the coffee table. Next year is tomorrow, but that’s a technicality, and I’m choosing to ignore it.
Simon is in the office. Audrey’s on standby if things escalate. The team staged what I can only describe as a minor revolt when they found out I was planning to cover New Year’s.
“Absolutely not,” Audrey had said, arms crossed. “You did Christmas. We’ve got this.”
Simon had nodded with unusual firmness. “Go. Live your life. Pet your cats.”
So here I am. Living my life. Which apparently involves excavating my apartment from under a week’s worth of benign neglect.
I grab an empty beer bottle from the side table and carry it to the kitchen. Then another. Then, a coffee mug that’s been sitting there so long, I’m afraid to look inside.
The apartment isn’t dirty, exactly. It’s just… lived-in. By someone who’s been somewhat emotionally compromised for the past week and hasn’t been paying attention to things like “where do dirty socks go” or “should there be this many takeout containers.”
Olivia’s coming over tonight.
The thought sends a small thrill through my chest, immediately followed by a spike of anxiety as I look around the living room with fresh eyes.
Pixel is sitting on a shelf, watching me with the detached interest of a Roman emperor observing the arena below. Byte is sprawled across the back of the couch, shedding aggressively onto the cushions.
“Okay,” I say, pointing at them both. “Listen up. We’re having company tonight. Important company. I need you both to be on your best behavior.”
Pixel slow-blinks at me. It’s not an agreement. It’s dismissal.
Byte yawns, showing me all his teeth, and rolls onto his back.
“I’m serious,” I continue, grabbing the lint roller from the closet. “No knocking things off counters. No screaming at ghosts. No eating anything that isn’t food.”
I attack the couch cushions with the roller. Orange fur comes off in sheets.
“Especially you,” I tell Byte, who has relocated to the armchair while I wasn’t looking. “No trying to eat her phone charger. No sitting on her bag. No…”
My phone lights up on the coffee table. I set down the lint roller and pick it up.
Jesse: Warehouse is all set for tonight.
Right. I forgot to tell him.
I sit down on the half-de-furred couch and type out a response.
Casey: Awesome. Bringing someone. That cool?
Jesse: Duh. It’s not a headcount situation.
Jesse: Is this the someone why you didn’t come home on Christmas?
Casey: Maybe.
Jesse: CASEY.
Casey: What?
Jesse: You bribed me with Kaito and didn’t tell me you had a date??
Casey: It wasn’t a date… exactly
Jesse: I’m happy for you.
Casey: Don’t get ahead of yourself. It’s… new.
Jesse: New is good. I like new.
Jesse: See you at 9.
I set the phone down and look around the apartment again.
Nine PM. That gives me seven hours to make this place look like a responsible adult lives here. I can do this.
Last night comes back in fragments as I work, when the adrenaline finally burned off and exhaustion hit like a freight train.
Olivia disappeared into the kitchen and came back with two mugs of hot chocolate. She’d wrapped me in what felt like every blanket she owned, layering them on until I was essentially a burrito with a face.
“You’re still shaking,” she’d said softly, tucking the edges in around me.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine. Drink.”
I’d taken a sip. It was perfect - rich and sweet and exactly what I needed.
We didn’t talk much after that. We didn’t need to.
I don’t even remember falling asleep. I just remember the weight of her hand on my shoulder, the low murmur of her voice saying something I didn’t quite catch, and then nothing.
I woke up at nine to find myself alone on the couch, still wrapped in blankets, with a glass of water on the coffee table and a note propped against it.
Working in the office. Coffee’s ready. Help yourself.
I’d found her in her home office, wearing reading glasses I’d never seen before and looking every inch the CTO even in her pajamas.
“Hey,” I’d said from the doorway.
“Morning. How’d you sleep?”
“Decent enough, given the odd angles.” I’d leaned against the doorframe. “You’ve been up long?”
“Couple hours.” She’d nodded at the screen. “Just tying up some loose ends.”
I’d padded into the kitchen and poured myself coffee - she’d left a mug out for me, next to the French press - and we’d sat together for a while. Not talking about the proposal or the migration or any of it. Just… existing in the same space.
Eventually, I’d needed to go home. She’d walked me to the door, and we’d stood there for a moment, neither of us knowing how to say goodbye after everything.
“Tonight,” she’d said finally.  “I’ll meet you there?”
“I could pick you up.”
“Better not. We’ll both want to drink. I’ll just get a cab.” She’d reached out, straightening my hoodie. “Besides, I’m nervous about meeting Jesse. I need the ride to psych myself up.”
“Don’t be nervous. He’s going to love you.”
She’d kissed me then. Soft and brief and full of promise.
“See you tonight, stud.”
The word curled tight in my stomach. I’d made it three steps down the hallway before I had to put a hand on the wall to steady myself.
Behind me, I heard her laugh. I may have walked into the elevator door when I finally reached it.
I finish the living room and move to the kitchen, which is somehow worse. There’s a calcified coffee ring on the counter that might be sentient. Three days’ worth of dishes in the sink. A mysterious smell is coming from the direction of the trash can.
Pixel appears on the counter and bats at the sponge I’m using.
“No,” I tell him, moving him to the floor.
He jumps right back up.
“Pixel. I swear to god.”
He knocks a pen off the counter, looks at me, unblinking, then knocks off another one.
“This is exactly what I’m talking about,” I say, picking him up again. “This behavior? Not okay. Olivia is coming over. She’s important. And I need you to not be a chaos agent for like, three hours. Can you do that?”
Pixel squirms out of my arms and stalks off toward the bedroom, tail high, dignity intact.
“I’ll take that as a maybe,” I mutter.
By six PM, the apartment is as good as it’s going to get. The dishes are done. The surfaces are clear. I’ve vacuumed approximately seventy percent of the cat hair, which is a personal record. I even changed the sheets on my bed, just in case…
I stop that train of thought before it leaves the station.
I head to the bathroom next. A shower will help clear my head and buy me some time to figure out what I’m wearing tonight.
The hot water does its job, washing away the anxiety and the remnants of the cleaning product smell. I stand under the spray longer than necessary, letting the heat work into my shoulders.
When I get out, I wrap a towel around myself and head to the closet.
Previous years, this wouldn’t even be a question. Jeans, band t-shirt, maybe the flannel if it was cold. Jesse’s events are casual - nobody cares what you’re wearing as long as you show up and appreciate the art.
I pull out a black t-shirt, consider it, put it back. Too casual. Then a flannel. Too… me on a regular Tuesday.
My hand reaches automatically for where my suit jacket usually hangs.
Empty air.
Right. It’s still in her office. Hostage or trophy?
I pull out a white button-down instead - clean, pressed, the one I reserve for occasions that require me to look like I have my life together. I pair it with dark jeans and my least-scuffed boots.
Good enough.
I check my phone. 7:47 PM. The gallery is about 20 minutes away. I should leave by 8:30 to be safe.
Which gives me forty-three minutes to stand here and catastrophize about everything that could go wrong tonight.
I sit on the edge of the bed. Byte immediately climbs into my lap, purring like a diesel engine.
“What if she hates it?” I ask him.
He headbutts my chin.
“What if Jesse says something embarrassing? He’s going to say something embarrassing. That’s just statistically guaranteed.”
Byte kneads my thigh with his claws.
“What if…”
My phone buzzes.
Olivia: Leaving now. See you soon. x
The small ‘x’ at the end makes me smile despite my spiraling.
I look at Byte.
“Okay,” I tell him. “We’re doing this.”
He purrs louder.
“You’re right. It’s going to be fine.”




Olivia

The warehouse is exactly what Casey warned me about.
Exposed brick, concrete floors, industrial lighting hanging from chains. The heating situation is “optimistic” at best - half the crowd is still wearing their coats.
The art, though. The art is stunning.
Massive canvases line the walls - abstract pieces that explode with color, geometric shapes that shift when you look at them too long. There’s a sculpture in the center made entirely of reclaimed metal, caught mid-collapse.
And there’s Casey.
She’s standing near the wine table - which is, as advertised, a folding table with boxed wine and plastic cups - talking to a man who has to be Jesse. Same dark hair, same easy stance, but where Casey is all sharp angles and contained energy, he’s softer. Warmer. He’s gesturing animatedly with his hands, while Casey’s laughing.
My stomach does a nervous flip when her eyes find mine across the room. A crooked smile breaks across her face, and she says something to Jesse before heading toward me.
“Hey,” she says when she reaches me, and her voice is warm but careful.
“This place is great.”
“Yeah?” She looks pleased. “It’s a little rough around the edges, but the art is always good.” She glances back toward Jesse, who’s watching us with barely concealed interest. “Come on.”
She doesn’t take my hand, but as we cross the concrete floor, her palm hovers over my lower back. Not touching, but close enough that I’m aware of it. A subtle guide. A claim that no one else would notice, but I feel in every nerve ending.
“Jesse,” Casey says when we reach him. “This is Olivia. Olivia, my brother Jesse.”
Jesse’s smile is immediate and genuine. He extends his hand. “It’s so good to meet you. Casey’s been…” He pauses, glancing at his sister with amusement. “…very mysterious about you.”
“She has a flair for drama,” I say, shaking his hand.
“That’s one word for it.” Jesse grins. “Thank you, by the way. For the Kaito reservation. I’ve been trying to get in there for months.”
“It was the least I could do,” I say, and catch Casey’s eye. The shared memory of Christmas Day passes between us.
Jesse, thankfully, doesn’t press for details. He just nods, still smiling. “Best omakase of my life.”
“Glad you enjoyed it.”
There’s a brief pause - not awkward, exactly, but the three of us are clearly navigating new territory.
“So,” I say, looking around at the canvases. “Is any of this yours?”
Jesse laughs. “God, no. I’m a graphic designer. This…” he points at the massive abstract piece behind him, “… is way out of my league.”
“He’s being modest,” Casey says. “He designed the collective’s logo. It’s actually good.”
“‘Actually good,’” Jesse repeats, shaking his head. “The sisterly love is overwhelming.”
“I said it was good.”
“You said it was ‘actually’ good. That ‘actually’ is doing a lot of work.”
Casey grins. “You want me to lie?”
“I want you to be supportive without the qualifier.”
“I’m very supportive. I’m here, aren’t I?”
I watch them banter, warmth settling in my chest. This is easy. Comfortable. Real.
Casey turns to me. “Let me take your coat. And I’ll grab us drinks.”
I shrug out of it, and she drapes it over her arm along with her own jacket.
Jesse watches her go, then turns back to me with a friendly smile.
“So,” he says. “Casey mentioned you work together. IT?”
The question is casual, but he’s fishing. Not invasive, just… curious.
“Something like that,” I say, keeping it vague. “Tech company. Lots of servers and people yelling about uptime.”
“Sounds thrilling.”
“It has its moments.”
He nods, and I can see him deciding whether to push further or let it go. Before he can choose, Casey reappears with two plastic cups.
“Here,” she says, handing me one. Then to Jesse: “Stop interrogating her.”
“I wasn’t…”
“You were…”
Jesse holds up his hands in surrender. “Guilty. Sorry.”
“Go bug someone else,” Casey says, but there’s no real heat in it. She turns to me. “Come on. Let me show you around.”
We wander away, weaving through the growing crowd. The space is filling up now - a mix of artists in paint-stained boots, gallery donors in furs, and younger people in hoodies. It’s chaotic and loud and vibrant.
I take a sip of the wine. It’s terrible.
“You okay?” Casey asks, leaning in close so I can hear her over the low thump of the bass pulsing through the room. “This isn’t exactly the Platinum Lounge.”
“Thank god for that.”
I turn to face her, catching her eyes travel over my outfit. I’m wearing jeans. Dark wash, tailored to within an inch of their life, but jeans nonetheless. I paired them with a silver sequined halter top. It’s the most casual I’ve been to a party in a decade, yet I’m still glowing.
Casey stops dead. Her eyes travel down to my legs, then back up to the shimmer of the top. She blinks, once, twice.
“Do you hate it?”
“Hate it?” Casey shakes her head, a slow smile spreading across her face. “I’m currently re-evaluating my entire understanding of the universe. You look…” She pauses, searching for the word. “Incredible.”
“You’re not so bad yourself.” I reach out, straightening the collar of her white button-down. “I like the boots.”
“They’re my funeral boots. Only come out for special occasions.” I laugh, and the sound gets swallowed by the music as the DJ - a guy set up on a metal table in the corner - transitions from ambient beats to a heavy, driving rhythm.
It’s old school, and the energy in the room shifts instantly. The clusters of conversation break apart as people gravitate toward the dance floor.
“Come on,” I say, grabbing her hand.
Casey plants her feet. “Oh, no. No, no. I don’t dance.”
“You danced with me on the terrace.”
“I swayed to prevent hypothermia. This…” she gestures at the writhing crowd, “… is a public hazard.”
“It’s New Year’s Eve. We have to.”
I pull on her hand. She resists for exactly two seconds, grumbling something about dignity and infrastructure, before she lets me drag her on the dance floor. I let the music take over, the sequins on my top shimmering as I move. It feels good to shake off the week, the proposal, the stiffness of the office.
Casey stands there, holding her plastic cup like a shield, shifting her weight awkwardly from one foot to the other. She looks like she’s waiting for a bus. I step closer, sliding my free hand up her arm.
“Relax,” I shout over the music, leaning into her space. “Nobody is looking at you. They’re all looking at the art. Or the wine.”
“They’re looking at you,” she counters, her voice close to my ear.
“Then give them something to look at.”
I spin away from her, laughing, and catch her hand again, pulling her into a clumsy twirl. She stumbles a little, laughing despite herself, and catches me around the waist to steady us both.
“You are a menace,” she says, but she’s smiling.
“Data shows a direct correlation between dancing and serotonin.”
She rolls her eyes, but her hips loosen. It’s subtle at first - a shift of the shoulders, a tap of the boot - but she finds the rhythm. She’s not a dancer, not by a long shot, but she has a natural, grounded grace that I can’t look away from.
We dance through three more songs. At some point, Casey stops being self-conscious and just moves with me - her hand finding my waist, pulling me closer when someone bumps into us from behind. I drain what’s left of my terrible wine and steal sips from Casey’s cup. She spins me - clumsily at first, then with more confidence - until I’m dizzy and breathless and laughing so hard my cheeks hurt.
The music cuts abruptly, replaced by a voice booming over the speakers.
“Alright, everyone! Two minutes to midnight!”
A cheer goes up from the crowd. The lights flicker - either for effect or because the wiring in this place is a fire hazard - and the energy spikes.
Casey stops moving. She looks at me, her face flushed, her hair falling into her eyes. She takes the empty cup from my hand and sets it on the base of the sculpture. Then she turns back, stepping into my space, boxing me in against the cool metal.
“One minute!” the DJ yells. Casey rests her hands on my hips. Her thumbs brush the waistband of my jeans.
“You realize,” she says, leaning down so her forehead rests against mine, “that starting the year with me means you’re stuck with me. No returns. No refunds.”
I wrap my arms around her neck. “I read the terms and conditions,” I whisper.
“And?”
“I accepted the cookies.”
Casey laughs, a low vibration against my chest.
“Ten! Nine! Eight!” The crowd is chanting now, a roar of voices. Casey lifts her head.
“Four! Three!”
“Happy New Year, Casey,” I say.
Two! One!”
She pulls me closer, her grip tightening on my waist.
“Happy New Year, Princess.”
And then her mouth is on mine.




Casey

“Welcome to the fortress,” I say, pushing the door open.
We lasted exactly nineteen minutes past midnight. We didn’t make a grand exit. We didn’t say goodbye to Jesse (though I caught him winking at me from across the room as we slipped out). We just looked at each other after the countdown, communicated in that silent way we’ve developed over the last week, and decided that the noise and the crowd were too much.
I usher her inside and hold my breath.
This is it. The final boss level. Meeting the parents is stressful; meeting the roommates who poop in a box and judge your moral character is terrifying.
“Okay,” I say, turning back to face her. “Fair warning. Pixel hates everyone. Don’t take it personally if he hisses at you. Just ignore him, and he might…”
I stop.
Olivia has crouched down in the entryway to unlace her boots. Pixel, the Emperor of Disdain, the cat who once swiped at my mother for sneezing, is currently winding his body around Olivia’s ankles in a figure-eight pattern, purring loud enough to be heard from space.
Olivia reaches out and scratches him right behind the ears - the exact spot he usually guards with lethal force. Pixel leans into her hand, eyes closed in ecstasy.
“Who’s a handsome boy?” Olivia coos, her voice dropping an octave into that embarrassing pet-talk register I pretend I don’t use. “Is it you? Yes, it is.”
I glare at them. I feel betrayed.
“You have got to be kidding me,” I say to the cat. “You drew blood when Jesse tried to pet you. I feed you. I scoop your litter. She walks in here for five seconds, and you’re in love?”
Pixel ignores me. He headbutts Olivia’s knee, demanding more.
Olivia looks up at me, grinning. “I seem to be good with difficult personalities.”
“He’s a traitor,” I grumble, hanging my coat up. “He’s clearly just sucking up to management.”
She stands up, stepping out of her boots, and that’s when Byte makes his entrance.
Unlike Pixel’s dignified seduction, Byte arrives like a cannonball fired from the hallway. He skids across the floor, claws scrambling for traction, sees the shimmering silver sequins on Olivia’s top, and decides they are the most exciting thing he has ever seen in his nine lives.
He doesn’t meow. He launches himself.
“Byte, no!” I lunge, but I’m too late.
He jumps, latching his front paws onto Olivia’s jeans and stretching up to investigate the sparkles on her chest. His nose jams right into her cleavage as he sniffs aggressively at the sequins.
“Oh, gods.” I grab him by the scruff and peel him off her. “I am so sorry. He has no boundaries. He’s a pervert. I’m taking him back to the shelter.”
Olivia is laughing - a full, bright sound that makes the whole apartment feel lighter.
“It’s okay,” she says, brushing a few orange hairs off her jeans. “He likes the sparkles. It’s a natural reaction.”
“He’s rude,” I say, tucking the squirming orange menace under my arm like a football. “You,” I tell Byte, pointing a finger in his face. “Cancel culture is coming for you.”
I carry him into the living room and deposit him on his cat tree. He immediately begins grooming himself, entirely unbothered by his own lack of decorum.
I turn back to find Olivia watching me. She’s leaning against the entryway wall, barefoot now, looking at me with an expression that makes my heart stutter. It’s soft and heated all at once.
“So,” she says. She pushes off the wall and comes toward me. “What’s next on the agenda?”
I reach out, sliding my hands around her waist, and walk her back up until her shoulders hit the wall next to the bookshelf. She lets out a soft breath, her eyes fluttering shut as I press my body against hers.
“This,” I say.
I kiss her. Olivia hums against my lips, her hands sliding up my arms to the nape of my neck. She tilts her head back, and I kiss the sensitive spot just below her jawline.
I hook my leg between hers, pressing closer, needing to feel every inch of her. The friction of denim on denim, the scent of her perfume mixed with the cold night air - it’s intoxicating.
“Couch,” I manage to say against her neck.
I don’t let go. I guide her backward, half-walking, half-stumbling until the back of her legs hit the sofa. She sinks into the corner cushions, pulling me with her.
I follow her down, bracing my hands on either side of her head, caging her in. I lean over her, capturing her mouth again. I can feel the rise and fall of her chest against mine, the way her breath hitches when I slide my hand up her ribcage, my thumb brushing the underside of her breast.
She arches into the touch, her fingers digging into my shoulders.
“You have no idea,” she whispers, breathless, “how much I’ve wanted this.”
“I have some idea,” I growl, leaning down to nip at her lower lip.
The heat is rising fast. The tension, the misunderstandings, the fear - it’s all burning off, leaving nothing but this. I’m ready to lose my mind. I’m ready to…
Mrrrow?
I freeze.
Pixel is leaning precariously over the edge of the coffee table, staring with intense, unblinking eyes.
“Go away,” I whisper against Olivia’s neck.
He does not go away. His eyes are locked not on us, but on the long, silver drop earring dangling from Olivia’s ear. He reaches out a paw and swipes at it.  The earring swings wildly. Pixel’s eyes widen. He winds up for another go.
“Pixel!” I bark.
“Okay, okay, calling a timeout,” Olivia says, laughing and covering her ear with her hand.
“For the love of god,” I say, rolling off Olivia and letting out a groan of pure frustration.
“They’re lively,” she offers, shaking with laughter.
“They’re terrorists,” I correct. “That’s what they are. I’m trading them for a goldfish.”
I make a move to stand up. “I’ll go put them in the bedroom…”
Olivia reaches out, catching my wrist.
“No.”
She takes a deep breath, and her posture shifts. She’s not my date anymore. She is the CTO addressing a room of unruly junior developers who just crashed production.
“Pixel,” she says. Her voice is calm, low, and terrifyingly authoritative. “That is not a toy. You will retract the claws immediately.”
Pixel blinks. He slowly pulls his paw back. He sits down on the table, tucking his tail around his feet.
I stare at her with my mouth slightly open.
“How did you do that?” I whisper.
Olivia stands up. She brushes her hands off on her jeans and turns back to me with a wicked grin that curls my toes.
“I told you,” she says, her voice dropping to a smoky purr. “I’m good with difficult assets.”
I take her hand, letting her pull me up from the couch.
“Now,” she says, “take me to bed, stud.”
I lead her down the hallway and close the door behind us - more out of necessity, since the cats have already made their opinion on our activities abundantly clear.
Olivia walks to the center of the space, and the heat in her eyes sends fire through my veins. I cross to her, and her hands immediately go to the buttons of my shirt. She works slowly, deliberately, her fingers brushing against my skin with each button she releases.
One. Two. Three.
I stand paralyzed, breathing shallowly, watching her face. She’s focused, her eyes tracking the movement of her hands like she’s solving a puzzle. The fabric parts, exposing the sports bra underneath, and she pushes the shirt off my shoulders.
I reach for the hem of her sequined top. She lifts her arms, and I pull it up and over her head, careful not to catch it on her earrings. The silver fabric joins my shirt on the floor.
She’s wearing yet another black lace bra that makes my mouth go dry. I stare for a beat too long, and she notices.
“See something you like?” she asks, a smile playing at her lips.
“Every goddamn thing.”
Her hands drop to the button of my jeans. She gets it open, slides the zipper down halfway, then stops. She looks up at me, eyes dark with want.
“I’ll do mine,” she says, already working her own button free. “You do yours.”
I swallow hard. “Yes, ma’am.”
We undress in sync - a mirror image of urgency that would be comical if I weren’t so desperate to get my hands on her. Jeans hit the floor. Socks get kicked aside.
I follow her down on the bed, bracing myself on my forearms. I kiss her - deep and slow and thorough. She responds, her hands sliding up my back, nails digging into my shoulder blades. The kiss shifts, grows more urgent. I move to her neck, her collarbone, the curve of her breast above the lace. She arches into me, her breathing ragged.
And then, without warning, she hooks her leg around my hip and rolls.
Suddenly, I’m on my back, and she’s straddling me, looking down with a smile that’s equal parts tender and predatory.
“Olivia…”
“Shh.” She presses a finger to my lips. Then, her hands slide up my ribs, over my sports bra, and reach behind to unhook it. She pulls it off and tosses it aside.
“You’re bossy tonight, Princess,” I breathe, my hands coming up to rest on her thighs.
A spark flares in her eyes. She leans down, bracing her hands on the pillow on either side of my head. Her hair falls forward, creating a curtain that shuts out the rest of the world. She kisses down my neck, my breasts, my ribs. Her hands are everywhere, and I’m so focused on the sensation that I don’t immediately register when her fingers hook into the waistband of my boxers.
I jolt as her fingers slip past the elastic and she slides them down my legs, off completely. Then her own underwear joins the pile.
She shifts her weight, curling onto her side right next to me. She props herself up on one elbow, looming over me, and hooks her leg over mine, pulling my thigh high against her hip.
The position opens me up to her completely. The friction of her skin against mine, the heat of her leg tangling with mine - it sends a jolt straight to my nervous system.
She kisses me again, and her hand slides down my stomach, moving lower with agonizing slowness, tracing the line of my abs. When her fingers finally make contact, I nearly orgasm on the spot.
“Fuck,” I breathe against her mouth.
“You’re so wet,” she whispers, and the words combined with the pressure of her fingers make me groan. “Look at me,” she orders softly.
I force my eyes open. Her gaze is intense, focused on my face, tracking every expression as she picks up the pace. She hits a spot that makes my vision blur, and a broken cry tears out of my throat.
“There,” she murmurs, a note of satisfaction in her voice. “Right there.”
My head falls back against the pillow. She’s relentless, consistent, perfect. My hands grip the sheets, my knuckles turning white. It’s too much. The tension coils tight in my belly, a bright, white-hot wire pulling tighter and tighter until it snaps. I cry out, my back arching off the mattress, my entire body seizing in a wave of pleasure so intense it feels like falling. I’m shaking, gasping for air, my vision going white behind my eyelids.
I float there for a long time, in the static of the aftermath, feeling untethered and completely safe.
Slowly, the room comes back into focus.
Olivia is watching me, breathing hard. She looks wrecked and triumphant all at once.
She slowly pulls her hand away and brings her fingers to her lips. Her eyes never leave mine. She makes a low, throaty hum against her skin - a sound of pure, unadulterated appreciation - as she licks them clean.
It is the dirtiest, most possessive thing I have ever seen.
And I want more.




Olivia

Quiet descends on the boardroom as the heavy door swings shut.
I remain seated at the head of the table, listening to the fading footsteps of the board members in the hallway. Ryan was the last to leave, grumbling about “capital expenditure amortization,” but he signed the approval.
Project Aurora is officially a go.
I lean back in the leather chair, closing my eyes for a second. The migraine that usually accompanies these quarterly meetings is notably absent.
“You know,” Vincent says from the other end of the table. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Ryan sign a seven-figure check that quickly. You must have terrified him.”
I open my eyes. Vincent is gathering his papers, a satisfied smirk on his face.
“I didn’t terrify him,” I say, capping my pen. “I just presented a risk analysis that painted the cost of doing nothing as business suicide. Ryan hates spending money, but he hates losing it more.”
“Well, it worked.” Vincent walks over, leaning against the edge of the table near me. “Congratulations, Ollie.”
The praise lands warmly, but there’s a weight behind it. This proposal represents months of work compressed into two weeks. Late nights. Rewrites. The careful balance of technical necessity and political reality.
And at the center of it all: Casey.
I think about the conversation we had two weeks ago, sitting on her couch surrounded by documentation and laptop screens. She’d been quiet for a long time after I’d shown her the staffing section with her name listed as Transformation Lead.
“I can’t do it,” she’d said finally.
My heart sank. “Casey…”
“Not the project. I want to do the project. I need to do it.” She’d looked at me, and there was fear in her eyes, but also determination. “But I can’t lead it. Not yet. I need to focus on learning the architecture and mastering the frameworks. If I’m managing people and timelines and stakeholder meetings while also trying to learn…” She’d shaken her head. “I’ll fail. At all of it.”
I’d understood immediately. It wasn’t imposter syndrome talking - it was self-awareness. Casey knew exactly what she needed to succeed, and she was brave enough to ask for it.
So I’d restructured. Casey as Principal Technical Engineer, Sherry as the overall project lead, and Charlie handling day-to-day team coordination. It was honest. It played to everyone’s actual strengths instead of what looked good on an org chart.
“Vincent,” I say, and the edge in my tone makes him look up from his phone. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
He sets the phone down, giving me his full attention. “Okay.”
I take a breath. I’ve been thinking about this for days - whether to say anything, how to say it, when. But he’s been my mentor and friend for ten years. He’s seen me through failed launches, market crashes, all the ups and downs. He’s earned my honesty.
I meet his gaze.
“Casey and I are seeing each other.”
Vincent doesn’t blink. He doesn’t look shocked. If anything, his smile deepens, softening at the corners.
“I see.”
“I’m not making an announcement,” I continue. “ I have no intention of making it public fodder for the office gossip mill. It’s no one’s business but ours.” I lean forward. “I wanted you to hear it from me. And if people figure it out…” I shrug. “We’re grown-ups. The sky won’t fall.”
“It certainly won’t.” Vincent chuckles, shaking his head. “To be honest, I had a feeling something had shifted. You’ve been different the last few weeks. Lighter.”
“Lighter?”
“You left the office at 5:30 on Tuesday.”
“I had a prior engagement,” I say, fighting a smile. The ‘engagement’ was ordering takeout and watching Casey try to teach Pixel to high-five.
“I’m glad,” Vincent says firmly. “You’re one of the most talented people I’ve ever worked with. You’ve built an incredible career, and you deserve every bit of success you’ve earned. But you deserve a life outside of these walls.”
Unexpected tears sting my eyes, and I blink them back quickly.
He pauses, a mischievous glint entering his eyes. He straightens up, mimicking Ryan’s pompous posture, and pitches his voice a little lower.
“After all… pretty woman like you, always at the office…”
I burst out laughing, the sound echoing in the empty boardroom.
“Don’t you start,” I warn him, though I’m still smiling.
“I’m just saying,” Vincent grins, picking up his laptop. “I’m glad someone finally convinced you to clock out.”
He heads for the door, then stops and looks back.
“She’s a good one, Ollie.”
“Yeah,” I whisper, thinking of the texts waiting on my phone, the dinner plans, the quiet certainty of her presence. “She really is.”
Vincent nods and walks out, leaving the door slightly ajar.
I stay seated for a moment, letting the quiet settle around me - the boardroom always feels cavernous when it’s empty.
My office is dark when I get back, just the glow of the city through the windows. I flip on the desk lamp and gather my things.
Casey’s suit jacket is still there, slung over the back of my chair where it’s lived for six weeks. I pause, my hand hovering over it. I brought it down to the basement two weeks ago, folded and ready, but Casey had just looked at it and said, “Keep it until after the board meeting. For luck.”
“That’s superstitious.”
“Says the woman who has a lucky coffee mug.”
“That’s different…”
“Board meeting first,” she’d said, pushing the jacket back into my hands. “Then I’ll take it back.”
It doesn’t smell like her anymore - weeks in my office have replaced her scent with faint traces of my perfume. But I slip it on anyway. The shoulders sit wide; the sleeves hang past my wrists. The weight is grounding. Like I’m carrying a piece of her.
I check my watch - 6:15 PM.
Casey won’t be at her desk. At this hour, when the emails stop pinging and the Slack channels go quiet, she retreats.
I find her exactly where I expected: in the monitoring room, two laptops open, a half-empty coffee cup at her elbow, and that look of intense concentration on her face that I’ve come to recognize as her “in the zone” expression.
She’s wearing her reading glasses - the ones she stubbornly refuses to wear in meetings or when we watch TV - and she’s gnawing on the end of a highlighter. A half-eaten bag of pretzels sits next to a stack of architectural diagrams that look like a roadmap to Mars.
She doesn’t notice me at first. She’s too focused on whatever she’s reading - documentation, judging by the dense walls of text on the screen.
I lean against the doorframe, just watching her. She’s been doing this every night for the past two weeks. Coming in early, staying late, devouring documentation on cloud architecture and microservices like she’s training for an Olympic event. I’ve tried to tell her to pace herself, but she gives me that look - the one that says I know what I’m doing - and goes back to work.
“You’re going to burn a hole in that screen,” I say softly.
Casey jumps, the highlighter clattering onto the desk. She spins the chair around, and her face lights up when she sees me.
Then her gaze drops, and her expression changes completely.
“Is that…” She stands up slowly, her eyes tracking over the jacket. “Are you wearing my jacket?”
“The board approved the proposal,” I say, pulling the lapels. “Your luck worked.”
“Jesus,” she breathes, and there’s something rough in her voice now. She takes a step closer. “That’s not fair.”
“What’s not fair?”
“You. In my jacket.” She catches my hand, pressing a kiss to my palm. “You have any idea what you look like right now?”
“Professional?”
“Devastating.” Her hand slides to my waist, pulling me closer. “Though I have to say, I’d really love to see you in nothing but that jacket sometime.”
Heat floods through me. “Casey…”
“Just a thought.” She grins, shameless. “So the board really approved it?”
“Full budget. Full timeline. Aurora is officially a go.”
Casey lets out a long exhale, and some of the tension drains from her shoulders.
“So it’s real,” she says.
“Yeah, we’re doing this.”
There’s a beat of silence. Then that steely, quiet determination settles into her eyes.
“Good,” she says. “Because I just figured out how Kubernetes pods actually communicate, and if I learned that for nothing, I was going to be pissed.”
I laugh, reaching out to smooth a piece of hair back from her forehead.
“I’m going to be ready,” she promises, her voice low and serious.
“I know you will. But now,” I say, tugging on her hand, “you close those laptops, we go get some food, and we go home.”
Casey rolls her shoulders back with a satisfying crack.  She grabs her leather jacket from the back of the chair.
“Your place or mine?”
“Yours,” I decide immediately. “I stopped at the pet store at lunch. I promised Pixel I’d bring those salmon treats he likes.”
Casey stops zipping her jacket. She gives me a look of profound, deadpan betrayal.
“Seriously?” She crosses her arms, leaning a hip against the desk. “Are you dating me, or are you dating my cat?”
“It’s a complex polyamorous arrangement,” I tease, stepping closer to loop my arm through hers. “Pixel offers emotional support. You offer technical expertise.”
Casey huffs, falling into step beside me as we walk out of the server room. “That’s it? Last night I offered a very high-quality back rub.”
“Also true.”
“And Pixel offers nothing,” she argues, hitting the light switch and plunging the basement into darkness. “He literally sleeps on your head, Olivia. I wake up every time we stay at my place, and I’m clinging to the edge of the mattress for dear life while you two are cuddling like a Renaissance painting.”
I laugh because it’s entirely true. The cat who used to hiss at shadows has decided I am his personal heated pillow. The moment the lights go out, he bypasses Casey entirely and curls up around my neck like a purring, possessive scarf.
“He’s cold,” I defend as we reach the elevators.
“Oh, please,” Casey scoffs, pressing the call button.
“Don’t worry,” I whisper, leaning my head on her shoulder. “I still like you best.”




Epilogue - Casey

The rest of the city is trading paper hearts and reservations at overpriced bistros. I’m trading API keys and migration scripts.
It’s 8:45 PM on Valentine’s Day. And while the rest of the company is planning romantic dinners and buying chocolates, I’ve been preparing for something else entirely: Project Aurora kicks off on Monday.

The past six weeks have been a blur of documentation, architecture diagrams, and late nights that blend into early mornings. I’ve learned more about cloud-native systems in forty-five days than I learned about anything in the previous four years combined.

And the strangest part?

It hasn’t been as hard as I expected.

Don’t get me wrong - it’s been work. The learning curve is steep, and there are moments when I stare at a service mesh configuration and want to throw my laptop into the river. But the terrifying thing about the “new world” turned out to be… well, not that terrifying. Logic is logic. Whether it’s written in COBOL or configured in a YAML file, the principles don’t change.

What’s made the difference is the team.

Jordan has been a godsend, patiently explaining container orchestration without ever making me feel like a dinosaur. Simon and Audrey have been covering my on-call rotations without complaint, which means I haven’t been woken up at 3 AM by a server meltdown in weeks. Charlie checks in daily, not to micromanage but to make sure I’m not drowning.

“You’re doing great, Casey. Really. I mean it,” he’d said last week, and I’d almost believed him.

And Olivia…

Olivia has been my anchor.

She doesn’t hover. She doesn’t check my work or question my decisions. She just shows up - sometimes with coffee, sometimes with food, sometimes just to sit in the monitoring room with her own laptop, working in parallel while I wrestle with containerization.

“You’ve got this,” she says when I start spiraling.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I say back.

“You’re figuring it out. That’s the same thing.”

It’s not. But I appreciate the confidence.

We’ve fallen into a routine over the past six weeks. Some nights, I crash at her place, too tired to make the commute home. Some nights she shows up at mine with takeout and her laptop, and we work from my couch while Byte tries to sit on the keyboard.

I pack up my bag, checking my phone one last time.

Jesse: [Image Attachment]

Jesse: Final draft for the sleeve

I glance down at my left forearm, at the circuit board tattoo winding from my wrist to my elbow in intricate black and grey lines. It’s been there for over a decade - a permanent reminder of the system I built, the architecture I knew inside and out.

But it’s not done.

Jesse and I have been working on a design for the past month. An extension. New lines that branch off from the old ones, flowing up toward my shoulder in a different style - cleaner, more modern, but still connected to the original.

Cloud architecture.

It’s a way of honoring what was while making space for what’s coming.

Casey: It’s perfect

I grab my helmet and head out.

The ride to Olivia’s is cold, the wind biting, but I don’t mind. I stop at the bodega on the corner of her block. It’s picked over, but I manage to find a box of the dark salted caramel chocolate she loves.

And then, the flowers.

Standing in line, holding a bouquet of white lilies wrapped in crinkly plastic, is ridiculous. I don’t really do bouquets. But then I think about Olivia perched on my couch, charming my cats, and I buy the damn lilies.

◆◆◆
 
I use my key - she gave me one two weeks ago - and push the door open.
“Hey,” I call out, toeing off my boots. “Sorry I’m late. The migration script was throwing a syntax error.”
“Did you fix it?” Olivia’s voice comes from the kitchen.
“I crushed it.”
I round the corner into the living room and stop. Olivia is standing by the island, wearing a burgundy dress that hugs her curves and stops mid-thigh. She’s barefoot, which somehow makes the whole thing even more devastating.
On the counter, right next to a wine bottle and a six-pack, is a massive bouquet of deep red roses.
“Hi,” she says. Her face lights up - that crinkly-eyed, crinkly-nosed smile that still knocks the wind out of me.
I cross to her and hold out the flowers and the chocolate box. “For you,” I say. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Princess.”
She smells the lilies, humming in appreciation. “Casey, these are beautiful.” She sets them down, then takes the chocolate box. “And salted caramel. You’re really trying to seduce me.”
She turns and picks up the roses.
“These,” she says, holding them out to me, “are for you.”
My eyes dart between her and the roses.
“I…” My voice catches. I clear my throat. “I’ve never received flowers before.”
The admission slips out before I can check it. It is pathetic. I’m the one who buys the drinks. I’m the one who fixes the flat tires. I’m the one who holds the door.
Olivia stops moving. She looks at me, her expression shifting from amused to fierce.
“Never?”
I shake my head.
“Well, get used to it. I intend to spoil you rotten.”
I take them. They are heavier than expected. The scent is rich, sweet, overwhelming. I’m forty-four years old, and I’m standing in my girlfriend’s kitchen holding roses, while tears prick my eyes.
“Thank you,” I manage.
“You deserve flowers, Casey. You deserve all of it.”
I set the roses down on the counter because if I keep holding them, I will break. I pull her into my arms.
“I love you,” I say.
The words come out easier than I expected. I’ve been feeling them for weeks, but saying them out loud is like stepping off a cliff.
Except Olivia catches me.
Her eyes go wide. Bright.
“I love you too,” she says, smiling against my mouth.
“Say it again,” I murmur.
“I love you, Casey Hobbs.”
“Again.”
“I love you.”
“Again…”




Bonus Scene

Author note
 
Laura, darling, here is the spice you wouldn’t let me forget about.
This scene, and that line, is entirely for you. Enjoy the dessert.
◆◆◆
 
“Again,” I whisper against her lips, my hands sliding down to grip her hips, pulling her flush against me.
Olivia laughs softly, the sound vibrating through my chest. “I love you,” she says, obedient and teasing at once. Then she nips my bottom lip. “Greedy tonight, aren’t you?”
“Starving,” I correct.
She turns in my arms, presenting her back to me. The burgundy dress dips low, exposing the elegant line of her spine. She glances over her shoulder, eyes sparkling.
“Wanna skip straight to dessert?” she asks, voice low.
My fingers find the tiny pull at the top of the zipper. I drag it down slowly, savoring the soft rasp of metal and the involuntary shiver that ripples across her skin. The dress slides off her shoulders, pooling at her feet.
And there it is: red lace. Delicate, barely-there straps with matching panties cut high on her hips.
My hands slide over the lace, tracing the edges where fabric meets skin. She’s warm, soft, perfect. I kiss the spot between her shoulder blades, then lower, following the line of her spine until she’s arching into me.
I twist her and scoop her up without warning. She gasps, delighted, legs wrapping around my waist as I carry her the few steps across the room. I set her gently on the edge of the dining table, stepping between her thighs.
My hands roam over the lace covering her breasts, down the curve of her waist, until I’m hooking my fingers under the waistband of those red panties.
She lifts her hips to help me slide them off. The bra can stay… for now. I want to see her in it a little longer.
I drop to my knees and pull her forward until she’s perched right at the edge of the table. One of her hands braces behind her; the other threads through my hair.
I begin slowly, teasing kisses along her inner thighs, breathing her in. When my mouth finally finds her, she’s already slick, ready, trembling. I lick her once, long and deliberate, and she moans my name.
One finger slides inside her easily. She’s tight, hot, clenching around me as I curl it in. I keep my mouth on her clit - steady circles, gentle suction - while my finger thrusts in a slow, building rhythm.
Her breathing turns ragged. Her hips rock to meet every stroke. I look up. She’s watching me, eyes glazed with pleasure, lips parted, cheeks flushed.
“Look at you,” I say against her, voice rough. “So fucking beautiful.”
She whimpers when I add a second finger, stretching her gently, thumb pressing circles over her clit now while my tongue flicks in time. She’s close - her thighs coil suddenly; her grip on my hair turns desperate.
I pull back just enough to speak, lips brushing her as I keep my fingers moving in deep, steady strokes.
“Come for me, Princess.”
She shatters - back arching off the table, a broken cry tearing from her throat as she comes hard around my fingers. I don’t stop, working her through every pulse, every aftershock, until she’s laughing breathlessly, tugging me up for a kiss.
I smile against her and make no move to stand up. “We’ve got all night, love,” I say, licking my lips, “and I’m nowhere near done spoiling you.”




Afterword

Thank you for spending the holidays with Casey and Olivia. I hope their story reminded you that finding love doesn't have an expiration date.
May you find someone who sees your competence as the aphrodisiac it is, and may you always have the courage to risk it when something, or someone, is worth it.
◆◆◆
 
 A note about plans and promises: when I finished Chasing Red, I mentioned Mia's story might be next. Then you all flooded my inbox asking for more Jo and Alex, and honestly? I listened. If everyone behaves and the stars align, there might be some short domestic snapshots of their life coming around Valentine's Day. Think Sunday mornings, first holidays, the kind of soft moments that come after the happily ever after.
As for Mia, Jake, and Ryan? Their messy, beautiful  journey is still waiting in the wings.
Until then, keep chasing what makes you feel alive - whether it's love, ambition, or that perfect merge conflict resolution at 2 AM.
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The Big Bad Wolf is about to find Little Red Riding Hood... in the corner office.

“My scorching, anonymous one-night stand from the Halloween party? Yeah, my new VP.
Now she wants to pretend it never happened. Adorable.”
— Josephine ‘Jo’ Blake, Business Analyst & Professional Boundary-Crosser

“The decision to promote her was made before the party. The fact that she's also the 'Dark Wolf' who had me begging on Saturday night is a catastrophic, unprofessional, and completely irrelevant coincidence.”
— Alexandra ‘Alex’ Morgan, VP of Operations & Definitely Not Spiraling

Alex tries to lock down their connection in an HR-policy-shaped box. But Jo has other plans. She’s seen the passionate woman beneath the power suit, and she's not letting go. What begins as a relentless pursuit of coded emails and inside jokes becomes an exploration of power, control, and forbidden desires that could destroy everything they've built.

Chasing Red is a sizzling sapphic workplace romance that proves the only thing more dangerous than mixing business with pleasure is trying not to. Features competence kink, praise dynamics, and steamy encounters.
Guaranteed HEA. Contains mature themes.
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