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THE ACCEPTANCE


Gage’s phone buzzed three times before he even realized what was happening. He’d been coding for eight hours straight, lost in the loops and logic that made sense to him in ways people rarely did. The world beyond the glow of his monitor barely existed. When his wife’s voice broke through the silence, he thought for a second he’d imagined it.

“Gage!” Cheyanne called from the kitchen. “You need to check your email. Now.”

He blinked, rubbed his eyes, and swiveled in his chair. She was standing by the counter, laptop open, her long brown hair falling in messy waves over her shoulders. She was barefoot, wearing his old hoodie and a grin that looked too wide to be casual.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Just look!” she said, waving at him impatiently.

Gage grabbed his phone. The subject line glared up at him in bold letters. Congratulations, NeuralWeave Accepted into Titan Incubator Program.

For a few seconds, he didn’t move. The words sank in, rearranging everything he thought he knew about what their future looked like. Then he looked at her, and she was already moving—running toward him, laughing. He stood up just in time to catch her as she jumped into his arms.

“Oh my god, we got in,” she breathed against his neck. “We actually got in!”

He laughed, dizzy with it. “Chey, do you know what this means?”

She pulled back, eyes shining. “It means we’re not crazy. It means someone actually believes in what we’re building.”

Gage kissed her, quick and firm. The taste of her excitement was intoxicating. She smelled like coffee and adrenaline. The two of them had been grinding for two years on NeuralWeave, an AI interface that learned from users’ emotions, shaping feedback in real time. It was Gage’s brainchild, but it had been Cheyanne’s charm and drive that kept it alive.

“I told you,” she said, smiling. “You’re the genius. I just make sure people notice.”

He grinned, feeling warmth spread through his chest. “You’re the reason they noticed.”

She let go of him and leaned against the counter. “The Titan program is brutal, you know. Ryan Blackwell runs it like some kind of military camp.”

“I’ve read about him,” Gage said. “Venture capitalist, former Wall Street guy. They call him the Shark.”

“Yeah,” she said softly. “But he gets results. Half the companies that go through Titan end up with seven-figure investments.”

“Then we can handle it,” he said, confidence beginning to bloom. “We’ve handled worse.”

She raised a brow. “You mean like the time our server melted down two days before the demo?”

He laughed. “Exactly like that.”

Her expression softened. “We’re really doing it, aren’t we?”

“We are.”

They stood there for a moment, grinning at each other, the kind of silence that hums with unspoken dreams. Gage looked at her and thought how she always seemed to burn brighter when they were about to take a leap. Her eyes were alive in a way that pulled people in. He loved that about her, even if he sometimes felt invisible next to it.

That night, they celebrated the only way they could afford to—cheap champagne from the corner store and takeout noodles eaten straight from the box. The apartment was small, cluttered with hardware prototypes and tangled cords. The monitor glow reflected in the bottles on the table, casting a weird romantic light that made everything look warmer than it was.

Cheyanne raised her glass. “To us. To NeuralWeave. And to finally making rent on time.”

He laughed and clinked her glass. “To the dream.”

They drank, sitting cross-legged on the floor, talking about what the next few months might look like. The Titan offices were downtown, in a renovated warehouse filled with glass walls, standing desks, and people who lived on caffeine and competition. Gage imagined himself fitting in, surrounded by others who cared about code as much as he did.

Cheyanne talked about the presentation schedule, the mentor network, how she’d have to work closely with Ryan’s team to perfect their pitch deck. She was already strategizing, her voice steady and focused. That was her gift—she saw the big picture when he got lost in the details.

Gage reached over and touched her knee. “You know, I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

She smiled, tilting her head. “You’d have built the tech. You just wouldn’t have anyone to talk to investors.”

“That’s the point,” he said. “We’re a team.”

Her hand covered his. “Always.”

He leaned in, kissing her slowly this time. The champagne buzz made everything softer around the edges. Her lips parted under his, her hand sliding up the back of his neck. For a moment, the world shrank to just the two of them, and he forgot about deadlines and investors and the fact that they were about to enter a shark tank.

When they broke apart, she rested her forehead against his. “We’re going to make it, Gage.”

“I know.”

But as she leaned into him, smiling, he caught a flicker of something in her eyes—anticipation, excitement, maybe even fear. He didn’t ask. He just held her closer.

Later, after she fell asleep on the couch, he sat back down at his desk. The email was still open on his screen, the logo of Titan glowing faintly. He clicked through the program details again, reading the list of mentors. Ryan Blackwell’s photo was there—a tall man in his forties, black hair streaked with gray, eyes like polished stone. Every article called him charismatic. Every founder he’d invested in called him demanding.

Gage felt a chill crawl down his spine. He wasn’t sure why.

Cheyanne shifted in her sleep, mumbling something. He turned to look at her, hair spilled across the pillow, one arm hanging off the couch. She was beautiful, even exhausted. The thought of anyone else seeing that—of Ryan seeing that—bothered him more than he cared to admit.

He closed the laptop and turned off the lights.

As he lay beside her, staring at the ceiling, he told himself this was what they’d been fighting for. A real shot. A chance to prove they belonged in the same room as the big players. But somewhere in the back of his mind, a quiet voice whispered that success always came with a cost.
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The Titan Incubator looked exactly like every glossy tech article had promised—glass walls, endless light, and energy humming off the walls like static. Gage and Cheyanne walked in holding hands, though it was more for reassurance than romance. Everything here looked expensive. The kind of place that didn’t tolerate mistakes.

Cheyanne’s heels clicked sharply against the polished floor. Her bright smile didn’t fade, even as Gage felt himself shrinking a little in his hoodie and jeans. Other founders clustered in small groups, laughing, trading jargon. He recognized one of the faces from a podcast he listened to on his lunch breaks. These weren’t dreamers—they were killers.

A tall man in a tailored gray suit stood near the front of the room, surrounded by people who all seemed to lean toward him as if drawn by gravity. His dark hair was streaked with silver at the temples. His smile looked effortless, practiced. Ryan Blackwell.

When his gaze shifted to them, Gage felt it—sharp, direct. Ryan had that way of looking at people that made them feel evaluated. Judged. His eyes lingered on Cheyanne for a beat too long before he started walking their way.

“So,” Ryan said, stopping just close enough that Gage could smell expensive cologne. “The famous NeuralWeave team. Gage and Cheyanne, right?”

“Yes,” Cheyanne said brightly, extending her hand. “It’s great to meet you, Mr. Blackwell. We’re so excited to be here.”

“Call me Ryan,” he said, taking her hand. His voice carried that easy confidence that came from never needing to prove anything. “You’ve got fire, I can tell. That’s what I like to see in a founder.”

Cheyanne flushed slightly, smiling. “Thank you. We’ve been working hard on NeuralWeave.”

Ryan’s eyes didn’t leave hers. “Good. I like that word—‘we.’ I’ve read your application. Marketing, vision, and pitch are all you, right?”

She nodded. “That’s my focus.”

“And Gage,” Ryan said, turning to him, “you’re the tech mind. The quiet one.”

Gage smiled awkwardly. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

“I respect the builders,” Ryan said. “The world runs on people like you. But,” he added with a half grin, “the world listens to people like her.”

The words hung there, smooth and heavy. Gage laughed weakly, unsure how to respond. Ryan clapped him lightly on the shoulder.

“Don’t take it personally. You two need each other. The code and the charisma. That’s what makes partnerships like this work. Just remember which one investors fall in love with first.”

Cheyanne looked like she wanted to say something, but Ryan was already walking away, calling for everyone to gather near the presentation screen. Gage exhaled slowly.

“He’s… confident,” Gage muttered.

“He’s Ryan Blackwell,” Cheyanne said quietly. “He’s supposed to be confident.”

The orientation began. Ryan talked about vision, about grit, about sleepless nights and sacrifices. His voice filled the space, making it sound like every failure could be rewritten if you just wanted it badly enough. Gage admired the man’s control over the room. Even he felt stirred by the speech.

When it was over, Ryan mingled again, shaking hands, laughing easily with founders who looked desperate to impress him. Cheyanne drifted toward the crowd, introducing herself to a few of the other teams. She was in her element—talking, charming, connecting. Gage stood back, watching her. She looked radiant here, surrounded by ambition.

Ryan joined her group, saying something that made everyone laugh. His hand brushed her arm as he leaned in to make a point. It was nothing, probably. Just a friendly gesture. But Gage saw the way Cheyanne’s shoulders stiffened slightly, then relaxed. Her eyes darted toward him for half a second before returning to Ryan.

Gage forced himself to look away. He didn’t want to be the jealous husband on day one.

When they finally left the building, the city lights were just beginning to glow. Cheyanne’s cheeks were flushed with excitement.

“Can you believe it?” she said. “Ryan Blackwell actually talked to us. He said he liked my instincts.”

“Yeah,” Gage said softly. “He seems to like you a lot.”

She laughed, looping her arm through his. “Stop. He’s just being encouraging. You heard him—he respects what you do.”

“Sure,” Gage said, though the words felt thin. “He’s definitely... confident.”

She squeezed his arm. “He’s good at his job. And if we want this company to survive, we need to learn from people like him.”

“I know.” He looked up at the tall glass tower that housed Titan’s headquarters. “We’ll learn. We’ll do whatever it takes.”

She smiled. “That’s the spirit.”

As they walked toward the train station, Gage looked at her profile, the way her hair caught the streetlight. He wondered if she felt the same flicker of unease he did. But she was still smiling, still glowing with possibility.

He decided not to ask.
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Cheyanne kicked off her shoes the second they walked through the apartment door. She dropped her purse on the counter and stretched, her back arching as she let out a satisfied sigh. The day had been long, full of new faces, bright lights, and nerves, but she looked alive in a way that made Gage pause in the doorway just to watch her.

“Well,” she said, grinning over her shoulder, “we survived our first day at Titan.”

Gage smiled and set his laptop bag down. “Barely. I thought my heart was going to stop when Ryan called on me during the introductions.”

She laughed and walked to the fridge, pulling out a bottle of water. “You did fine. You sounded smart.”

“I am smart,” he said, grinning. “Just not great at public speaking.”

“That’s why you’ve got me,” she teased, taking a sip. “You build the magic, I sell it.”

He leaned against the counter. “Yeah. I guess that’s how it works.”

She noticed his tone. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” he said quickly. “Just… he really zeroed in on you today.”

Her brow furrowed. “Ryan?”

“Yeah.” Gage tried to sound casual. “He seemed pretty focused on you. Kept praising your instincts, your fire.”

Cheyanne smiled faintly. “That’s his job, babe. He’s supposed to build confidence. He probably says that to everyone.”

“Maybe.” Gage opened the fridge and stared inside for a second, not really looking for anything. “I just… I don’t know. The way he looked at you, it felt different.”

She walked over and wrapped her arms around his waist. “You’re reading into it. You know I only care about you.”

“I know.” He looked down at her. “It’s just… this whole thing feels huge. I don’t want anything to mess it up.”

She leaned up and kissed him. “Nothing’s going to mess it up.”

Her lips were warm, and he let himself melt into it. The tension in his shoulders eased. She tasted faintly of wine and mint. When they broke apart, she smiled and grabbed the champagne they hadn’t finished the night before.

“One more toast?” she said. “For surviving day one?”

He chuckled. “Sure.”

They sat on the couch again, cross-legged with the bottle between them. The TV played quietly in the background, but neither of them paid much attention. Cheyanne poured two glasses and handed him one.

“To us,” she said.

“To us,” he echoed.

They drank, and for a while, it was comfortable. She leaned against him, scrolling through her phone, showing him a few of the photos she’d taken that day. The Titan offices, the other teams, Ryan laughing with one of the founders.

“He’s intense,” she said softly. “But you can tell he knows what he’s doing.”

Gage stared at the photo for a second too long. Ryan’s hand was resting on the back of her chair in the picture. “Yeah. Intense.”

She nudged him playfully. “Don’t start getting jealous, okay?”

He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’m not jealous.”

“Good,” she said. “Because you don’t have to be. You’re the one I come home to.”

Her voice was light, but the words stuck with him. After she went to shower, Gage sat on the couch alone. The sound of running water filled the small apartment. He scrolled through his own messages—emails from the incubator, project deadlines, reminders of everything they had to get done. His brain should have been buzzing with code, but all he could picture was Ryan’s hand on her shoulder, the way she laughed just a little too hard at his jokes.

When she came back out, wrapped in a towel, steam trailing behind her, she looked relaxed and happy. “You’re overthinking again,” she said.

“Probably,” he admitted.

She walked over and kissed his forehead. “Don’t. We’re in this together. This is everything we’ve been working for.”

He nodded and smiled, forcing himself to believe it.

They went to bed late, tangled up under the thin blanket, the city noise drifting through the window. Cheyanne fell asleep quickly, breathing slow and steady beside him. Gage lay awake, staring at the ceiling, his mind chasing loops of logic that didn’t solve anything.

He thought about Ryan’s eyes, the way he commanded every room he walked into. He thought about Cheyanne’s excitement when she talked about the program. About the tiny flicker of something that had passed over her face when Ryan had praised her.

Gage turned onto his side and watched her sleep. She looked peaceful, untouched by the doubts swirling in his head. He reached out, brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, and whispered softly, “We’ll make it. No matter what.”

He closed his eyes, but sleep didn’t come easy.
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THE INCUBATOR BEGINS


The second morning at Titan felt different—heavier somehow. The first-day adrenaline had faded, replaced by the quiet pressure of expectation. Gage and Cheyanne arrived early, coffee cups in hand, both pretending not to notice the exhaustion in the other’s eyes.

The open space buzzed with motion. Keyboards clacked, ideas ricocheted between teams, and everywhere people talked about funding and metrics. Gage took comfort in the logic of it all. He understood code, could shape a system into something elegant and efficient. But people? That was another language entirely.

Cheyanne leaned toward him as they found their shared desk. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Just… want to make a good impression.”

“You will.” She gave him a small smile. “You always do when it counts.”

Before he could respond, Ryan strode through the room, flanked by two assistants. Conversations dimmed around him without a word. The man radiated control—nothing about him seemed rushed, not even the way he held his tablet against his side. His gaze swept over the space, cataloguing faces, before landing on Cheyanne.

“Good to see you both made it in early,” Ryan said, his tone smooth. “That’s the kind of commitment I like to see.”

“Thank you,” Cheyanne said. Her voice came out a little too bright. “We’re just excited to dive in.”

Gage nodded, but Ryan’s attention stayed fixed on her.

“I want to talk through pitch structures later,” Ryan said. “Cheyanne, you’ve got great instinct. We’ll fine-tune how you’re delivering the story. Investors don’t buy the code—they buy the emotion behind it.”

“I can do that,” she said.

“I know you can.” Ryan’s smile deepened. Then, turning to Gage, “Keep doing what you’re doing, man. You’ve built a brilliant product. Don’t worry about the showmanship. Let her handle that part.”

Gage nodded again, forcing a polite smile even as the words pricked. Ryan was already walking away, calling for someone across the room. The interaction had lasted less than a minute, but it lingered like static.

Cheyanne watched Ryan go, then looked at Gage. “Don’t read into it, okay?”

He let out a short breath. “I’m not.”

Her brow arched. “You sure?”

“Yeah,” he said. “He’s just… intense.”

“That’s how these programs work,” she said, opening her laptop. “Pressure, feedback, iteration. He pushes people.”

“Right.”

Gage turned to his screen. The code filled his world again—syntax, logic, variables. He slipped back into it like armor. Every line was something he could control. The tension in his chest eased as the rest of the noise faded. Across the table, Cheyanne practiced her pitch under her breath. He caught fragments of it, her voice rising and falling, smooth and confident.

A few hours passed like that—focused, productive, the rhythm of collaboration. Then Ryan appeared again, behind Cheyanne’s chair. Gage hadn’t even noticed him approach.

“Run that opener again,” Ryan said, leaning over her shoulder to look at her notes.

Cheyanne straightened. “Sure. ‘NeuralWeave changes the way people⁠—’”

He stopped her gently, his hand resting on the back of her chair. “Slower. Less sales, more story. You’re not convincing them; you’re inviting them in.”

She tried again, adjusting her tone. He nodded approvingly.

“Better,” he said. “You’ve got a natural presence. Investors respond to that.”

She smiled, pleased. “Thanks, Ryan.”

He lingered a second longer, then gave her shoulder a brief pat before moving on to another group.

Gage stared at the code on his monitor, the lines blurring slightly. He told himself it was fine. That Ryan was just doing his job, that this was how mentors operated. But the knot in his stomach stayed tight.

When lunchtime came, Cheyanne was swept into another conversation with Ryan and a few other founders about presentation schedules. Gage sat at the corner table with his sandwich, watching. Ryan leaned close as Cheyanne laughed, her eyes lighting up in a way that used to be just for him. The logical part of his brain told him to stop watching, but he couldn’t.

Later, when the room quieted and most people returned to their work, she came back to their shared desk, still smiling.

“He wants me to help lead a mock pitch session tomorrow,” she said. “Can you believe that?”

“That’s great,” Gage said softly. “Really great.”

“He said my delivery has this… fire. His words.”

“Yeah,” Gage said. “He’s good with compliments.”

She looked at him for a second, her smile fading just slightly. “Hey, come on. This is good for both of us.”

“I know.” He reached for his coffee. “I’m happy for you.”

She studied him another beat, then nodded and turned back to her work.

The hum of the incubator filled the silence between them. Gage typed another function into his code, eyes on the screen, pretending the tightness in his chest wasn’t there. He told himself again that this was how it had to be—he built, she sold, they won. Simple.

But when Ryan’s voice carried across the room again, laughing, confident, something deep in him tightened further.

[image: ]


The day stretched into late afternoon, the hum of monitors and low voices filling the open space like white noise. Most of the other teams had moved into small group corners to workshop investor decks. Gage stayed at his workstation, tweaking code for the demo prototype. His screen reflected the faint tension on his face—focus mixed with unease.

Cheyanne’s chair was empty again. She’d gone to meet with Ryan in one of the smaller breakout rooms, “just to refine the pitch flow,” she’d said. The glass walls offered no privacy, and Gage could see them from where he sat. Ryan stood behind her chair, gesturing toward the presentation slides projected on the wall. She nodded along, taking notes, her smile wide and eager.

Every so often, Ryan would lean down, close enough that Gage could tell he was speaking just to her. Each time, Cheyanne laughed softly, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. Gage told himself not to stare. He tried to lose himself in code. Loops and functions. Logic. Things that made sense.

But his eyes kept drifting back.

Ryan stepped around Cheyanne’s chair to stand at her side, pointing something out on her tablet. His hand rested on the table beside hers, so close their knuckles almost touched. She glanced up, said something that made him smile, then looked away quickly. Gage’s stomach tightened.

“Hey, man,” one of the other founders said, walking by. “You guys are with NeuralWeave, right? Crazy impressive stuff.”

Gage forced a polite smile. “Thanks. We’re getting there.”

The man nodded, oblivious to Gage’s distraction, and kept walking.

When the session in the breakout room ended, Ryan clapped Cheyanne lightly on the shoulder. It looked like an innocent gesture, but Gage caught the faint way her body tensed under the touch before she masked it with a smile. She grabbed her notebook and came back to their table, energy buzzing around her.

“He thinks we can tighten the story arc a bit,” she said, sitting down. “Make it more personal—show why NeuralWeave matters emotionally, not just technically.”

Gage leaned back in his chair. “Emotionally.”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “He says investors buy emotion, not features. He wants me to use our early story—how we struggled when you first built the prototype, remember?”

“Of course.”

Her excitement was genuine, and he didn’t want to ruin it. Still, a bitter taste formed at the back of his throat.

“He’s really involved,” Gage said finally.

“That’s what good mentors do,” she replied. “We’re lucky, Gage. Most people would kill for his attention.”

He gave a small, tight laugh. “Seems like he’s already giving you plenty of that.”

Cheyanne frowned slightly. “Don’t start, okay? He’s trying to help. That’s all.”

“I didn’t say he wasn’t.”

“You implied it.”

“Maybe.” Gage sighed. “I just don’t like the way he talks to me sometimes. Like I’m the background guy.”

“You’re not background,” she said softly. “He knows how important you are. He just… speaks the investor’s language. Let him handle that part.”

Gage looked at her, her face glowing from the laptop light, eyes bright with ambition. She believed this was their chance—maybe their only one. He didn’t want to be the one dragging them down with insecurity.

“Alright,” he said finally. “You’re right.”

She reached out, touching his hand. “This is going to be worth it. You’ll see.”

Her touch was warm, steadying, and he wanted to believe her.

Later, when most of the teams left for the evening, Gage stayed behind to finish a new interface function. He thought Cheyanne had gone to grab dinner, but when he looked up, he saw her again through the glass walls—back in the breakout room with Ryan.

Ryan was showing her something on his phone, both of them laughing quietly. Cheyanne leaned in to see the screen, her hair brushing his sleeve. The air between them looked too comfortable, too familiar for a second day.

Gage’s jaw tightened. He told himself to keep typing. His code editor blinked at him, waiting for input, but his hands refused to move. He just sat there, eyes on that room, on the easy way Ryan made her laugh.

She didn’t look back once.

When she finally returned, the office nearly empty now, she looked surprised to see him still there.

“Hey,” she said. “You didn’t go home?”

“Wanted to finish this.”

She sat beside him, opening her laptop. “Ryan says tomorrow we’ll start rehearsing in front of the group. I think he’s testing me.”

“Seems like it.”

“He wants me ready. That’s good, right?”

“Yeah,” Gage said quietly. “Good.”

She smiled, not hearing the tightness in his voice. “I’m starving. Let’s grab something on the way home.”

He shut his laptop and followed her out, the hum of the empty office fading behind them. The glass walls caught their reflections as they passed—two partners walking side by side, but with something invisible already stretching thin between them.
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The glow from the city spilled through the apartment window when they got home, a haze of amber light that caught in the half-empty champagne bottle still sitting on the counter. Cheyanne shrugged off her blazer and dropped it over a chair, letting out a long breath that sounded part relief, part exhaustion. Gage hung back near the door, laptop bag still slung over his shoulder.

“That was a long day,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “My brain’s fried.”

Gage nodded. “Mine too.”

He set his bag down, but didn’t move closer. The silence that followed had weight. She poured herself a glass of water, taking a slow sip before turning to him.

“You’ve been quiet since we left the office.”

“Just tired,” he said.

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re not good at lying.”

He sighed, walking to the window. “I saw you in the breakout room again.”

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“With Ryan,” he said, still facing the glass. “You were laughing at something on his phone.”

She put the glass down. “He was showing me a meme about startup life. It wasn’t anything weird, Gage.”

He turned, hands shoved in his pockets. “I didn’t say it was weird.”

“But you thought it,” she said. “I could see it in your face.”

“I just—” he stopped, shaking his head. “He touches you a lot. The shoulder, your arm. It’s constant.”

Cheyanne crossed her arms. “You think I don’t notice? He’s just like that with people.”

“Not with me,” he said quietly.

“Because you’re not the one doing the pitching,” she snapped, then immediately softened. “Sorry. That came out wrong.”

He exhaled. “No, you’re right. I’m just the guy behind the screen.”

She walked over and touched his arm. “Don’t do that. Don’t make it a competition.”

He looked down at her hand, then at her face. “Feels like I’m already losing.”

She hesitated, her expression torn between frustration and sympathy. “Gage, this program is everything we wanted. Ryan’s a means to an end. That’s it.”

He searched her eyes. “You sure that’s all it is?”

Her lips parted, but no words came out for a moment. Then she nodded. “Of course I’m sure.”

He wanted to believe her. He reached up, brushing a strand of hair from her face. She leaned into his touch, the tension between them easing just enough. When he kissed her, she responded immediately, her hands sliding up to his shoulders. The kiss deepened, and for a moment, everything else—Ryan, the incubator, the doubts—fell away.

When they finally broke apart, she rested her forehead against his chest. “We’ll get through this,” she whispered. “You’ll see.”

He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. The scent of her shampoo filled his lungs, grounding him. He wanted to lock this moment away, to keep her right here, safe from the orbit of people like Ryan.

Later, they ate takeout in silence, sitting side by side on the couch. Cheyanne scrolled through her notes while Gage stared at the muted TV. The glow from the screen painted them both in pale light. She looked over at him once, eyes soft but distant.

“Tomorrow’s another big day,” she said.

He nodded. “Yeah. I’ll finish the UI update before the mock session.”

She smiled faintly. “That’s my genius.”

He smiled back, though it felt hollow. As she leaned her head on his shoulder, he stared past her at the reflection in the window. Two people, side by side, but somehow a little further apart than yesterday.
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THE FIRST LATE NIGHT


The week started to settle into a rhythm. Mornings blurred into afternoons, the fluorescent lights of Titan always humming, time marked only by the changing playlists echoing softly through the open floor. Gage had begun living by the calendar: deadlines, check-ins, investor mock sessions. Everything was structured. Everything except the hours after sunset when Ryan started keeping Cheyanne behind.

He told himself he trusted her. He told himself it was about work. But every time Ryan’s voice carried across the room, deep and easy, Gage’s fingers froze on the keyboard.

By Tuesday night, Ryan had called another after-hours session.

“We’ll refine the deck again,” Ryan said. “Cheyanne, I need you here for this one. Investors respond to energy—you’ve got that.”

Gage had forced a smile. “I can stay too. Maybe there’s something I can⁠—”

Ryan’s grin was polite but firm. “No, no, my friend. Go home. Get some rest. You’ll need it when you show them what you’ve built.”

The man could make dismissal sound like a compliment.

Cheyanne had hesitated, glancing at Gage. “I’ll text when we’re done.”

“Sure,” Gage said quietly. “I’ll be in the lounge. Might get a bit more work done.”

Ryan nodded once, already turning away. “Perfect. Let’s meet in my office in five.”

Now Gage sat alone in the common area, the building nearly empty. The hum of the vending machine filled the silence. His laptop screen cast a blue glow over his hands, but his code blurred every time his attention drifted to the glass hallway beyond.

Through it, he could see Ryan’s office at the far end—frosted glass, soft amber light spilling out beneath the door.

The hours stretched. At first, he could hear faint conversation, the rhythm of business talk—Cheyanne’s voice bright, Ryan’s lower, measured. Then the tone changed. Quieter. Closer.

He told himself to ignore it. To focus. But the sound of her laughter, softer now, carried through the open space, drawing him like gravity.

He adjusted his earbuds, trying to drown it out. But the next sound made his hands still.

The muffled scrape of a chair. A pause. Then the subtle click of the office door closing.

Gage’s throat went dry. His pulse hammered in his ears.

He stared at the glowing rectangle of his code editor, but all he could think of was the image of them inside that room—Ryan leaning in, his voice low, Cheyanne’s breath catching the way it did when she was nervous or flustered.

He shouldn’t listen. He knew that. But his body wouldn’t obey logic.

The silence broke again—faint words through the glass, Ryan’s tone too quiet to make out, followed by the muted sound of movement. A chair leg scraping the floor again. Then Cheyanne’s voice, barely audible, a quick exhale that sounded like surprise.

Gage clenched his fists. He told himself it was a misunderstanding. That they were reviewing something. Practicing.

But then came a sharper noise—metal sliding, like a belt buckle being undone.

The sound was small, but it detonated in his mind. His skin prickled with heat.

Cheyanne’s voice came again, hushed but unmistakable. “Ryan… someone could hear⁠—”

Ryan’s answer was too low, a deep murmur that ended with her soft gasp.

Gage froze, breath shallow.

The logical part of him whispered that he should leave. Walk out, confront them, do something. But another part—darker, heavier—held him in place.

The faint thud of movement reached him through the thin air, followed by the fragile sound of breath catching in rhythm. He pressed his palms against his knees, the muscles in his legs twitching with tension. Shame and curiosity tangled together in his chest, making it hard to breathe.

He heard her again, the quiet edge of a moan she tried to stifle. Ryan said something low, steady, his voice carrying that same commanding ease it always had when he spoke to investors, only now stripped of polish.

Gage’s eyes stung. He didn’t know if it was from anger or disbelief. He wanted to move, to do anything but sit there and listen. And yet, he couldn’t stop.

He imagined what was happening in that office—the way Ryan might have lifted her chin, the way she might have trembled when he told her what to do.

The muffled noises grew steadier, slower, the kind of rhythm that left no doubt. Gage felt the heat crawl up his neck, his breath catching painfully in his throat.

He shut his laptop. The snap of the lid closing was too loud in the silence. He waited, heart pounding, as though someone might hear. But the sounds from the office didn’t stop.

He sat there in the dim light, hands shaking, the code he’d written earlier looping in his head like static.

When the noises finally faded, replaced by murmured voices, he stood and walked toward the elevators. He didn’t look back down the hallway. He couldn’t.

Outside, the night air hit him cold and sharp. He walked without knowing where, just needing the distance.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. A message from Cheyanne: Heading home soon. Long night, but I think we nailed the pitch.

He stared at the text until the screen dimmed. Then he slipped the phone back into his pocket and kept walking, the city lights blurring in his vision.
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Gage woke before dawn, heart still pounding, his shirt clinging to his skin. For a few moments he didn’t know where he was. The dim apartment, the hum of the fridge, the city’s gray light edging the blinds—it all felt foreign, like he’d woken inside a dream that hadn’t finished playing out.

Cheyanne was next to him, asleep on her side. Her hair spilled across the pillow, her breathing even and quiet. He stared at her profile, searching for something familiar in the soft curve of her lips, the way her shoulder rose and fell with each breath. The same woman he’d married, the same woman who had whispered her excitement into his neck just nights ago.

And yet the memory of the night before clung to him like smoke. The sounds—her laughter, her gasp, the soft thud against glass. He told himself again it couldn’t be what it seemed. He wanted to believe she was still the same Cheyanne, loyal, driven, too focused on their dream to risk it. But the words Ryan had said, the way he’d touched her shoulder earlier that week, replayed with cruel clarity.

The phone on the nightstand buzzed. Cheyanne stirred, murmuring softly as she reached for it.

“Morning,” she said sleepily. “You were up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

She blinked a few times, sitting up, rubbing her eyes. “You okay?”

He hesitated. “Yeah. Just thinking about the demo. There’s still a few bugs I want to fix.”

She smiled faintly. “You and your bugs.”

Her tone was affectionate, normal, which somehow made him feel worse. She slid out of bed and padded to the kitchen, pulling on his T-shirt over her underwear. Gage sat up, watching her move through the faint morning light. She was humming quietly as she made coffee, her body language loose, unbothered.

“Ryan wants me to meet with him again tonight,” she said over the sound of the coffee maker. “He thinks the emotional hook still needs work before the mock pitches tomorrow.”

The mug in Gage’s hand froze halfway to his lips. “Again?”

She turned, mug in her hands, eyebrows raised. “Yeah. Why?”

He forced a smile. “No reason. Just seems like a lot of late nights already.”

She shrugged. “That’s startup life, babe.”

He looked down at the dark swirl in his cup. “Guess so.”

Her phone buzzed again. She checked it, typing a quick reply before glancing back at him. “Ryan’s already at the office. He said I can stop by early if I want. He’s relentless.”

“Relentless,” Gage repeated softly.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said with a small laugh. “He’s intense, but that’s why he’s successful. You should see how people listen to him.”

“I have.”

Cheyanne’s expression shifted, uncertainty flickering across her face. “You’re not mad, are you?”

“No,” he said quickly. “I just don’t want you to burn out.”

She walked over, setting her mug on the counter beside him. “You worry too much.”

“Someone has to.”

She smiled, then leaned in to kiss him. It was light, quick, the kind of kiss that said everything’s fine. But when she pulled away, he felt only distance.

By the time they reached the incubator that afternoon, Ryan’s office door was already closed. Gage sat in the lounge, headphones in, trying to lose himself in the debugging process. Cheyanne disappeared inside the office, her laugh carrying faintly down the hall.

Hours passed like molasses. He coded until his vision blurred, drank stale coffee, pretended the world beyond his monitor didn’t exist. When the door finally opened again, Cheyanne stepped out looking flushed, her hair a little messy, her lipstick faded. Ryan followed, smiling easily, one hand in his pocket.

“Good work today,” Ryan said. “You’re really getting the rhythm down. Investors are going to eat it up.”

Cheyanne smiled back. “Thanks, Ryan.”

Then he walked away, calling over his shoulder to someone else. She came to Gage’s desk, dropping into her chair with a sigh.

“Long day,” she said.

“Yeah.” He forced his voice steady. “You look… tired.”

“I am. But I think we nailed it this time. He really pushed me.”

Gage nodded, his throat tight. “I’ll bet he did.”

She didn’t notice the edge in his tone. “You’ll hear it tomorrow during rehearsal—it’s good. I think he’s proud of us.”

“Us,” Gage repeated, the word catching in his chest.

Cheyanne smiled faintly and opened her laptop, diving into notes. Gage watched her fingers move across the keyboard, fast and sure, like nothing was wrong at all.

He turned back to his own screen. The code blinked at him, patient, waiting. His hands hovered above the keyboard, motionless.

He wanted to believe the noises he’d heard had another explanation. That she was just doing what needed to be done for their dream. But the image of Ryan’s hand on her shoulder, the flush on her cheeks, the laughter—those things didn’t belong to logic.

He typed one line of code. Then another. Then deleted them both.

The room felt colder than before.
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The incubator hummed with low evening light, long shadows stretching across the floor. Most teams had packed up, their laughter fading down the hallway. Only Gage and Cheyanne remained in the main workspace, the glow from their monitors spilling across half-empty coffee cups and stacks of paper.

Cheyanne was quiet. Her eyes were on her screen, reading slides over and over again, mouthing lines of her pitch. Every few minutes, she’d stop and jot something in her notebook, brow furrowed, hair falling forward. She looked tired, but not unhappy. Focused. Determined.

Gage sat across from her, pretending to work. His laptop fan whirred softly as he typed nonsense into his code editor—placeholder text, dummy commands, anything that looked like productivity. In reality, his thoughts were scattered. He couldn’t stop replaying the way Ryan had looked at her earlier that day during the group rehearsal, the approving smile that lasted a fraction too long.

Cheyanne finally closed her laptop with a sigh and looked up.

“Okay,” she said, rubbing her temples. “That’s enough for tonight. My brain’s fried.”

Gage nodded. “You should get some sleep.”

She gave a small laugh. “You sound like my husband.”

“I am your husband.”

“Right,” she said, smiling faintly. “You’ve earned the right to tell me when to stop.”

He wanted to keep things light, but the words came out heavier than he meant. “I don’t get to tell you much anymore, though, do I?”

Her expression shifted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He shook his head. “Forget it. I’m just tired.”

“No,” she said. “Say it.”

He looked at her. “You’re different lately. He’s in your head all the time. It’s like everything Ryan says suddenly means more than what I do.”

“That’s not fair,” she said, her tone sharp. “He’s our mentor, Gage. He’s supposed to push me.”

“I get that,” he said quietly. “I just wish he didn’t have to do it behind closed doors.”

Her jaw tightened. “We’ve been over this.”

“Have we?” He leaned forward, voice lower. “You tell me it’s just work, but I see the way he looks at you. I hear the way you talk about him.”

“He’s intense, yes. He’s good at what he does. That’s why we’re here. Don’t twist it into something it’s not.”

“Then tell me it’s not.”

She hesitated. Just long enough for something inside him to harden.

“Gage,” she said softly, “you’re reading things that aren’t there.”

He sat back, jaw set. “Maybe I am.”

The silence stretched. The hum of fluorescent lights filled the air between them.

Finally, Cheyanne stood, gathering her things. “I can’t do this argument again. Not tonight.”

He watched her slip on her jacket, her movements careful, controlled.

“Ryan wants me in early tomorrow,” she said. “We’re doing one-on-one run-throughs before the investor panel.”

“Of course he does.”

She turned, eyes flashing. “You could at least pretend to be supportive.”

“I am supportive,” he said. “I’m the reason this company exists, remember?”

Her shoulders dropped. “You think I’ve forgotten that?”

“Sometimes it feels like you have.”

She looked at him for a long moment, her face softening just slightly. “You know I want this to work. Both of us. The company. Us.”

“I know.”

She walked over and rested her hand on his shoulder. “Then trust me. Please.”

He didn’t answer right away. When he finally looked up, her face was so close he could see the faint smudge of mascara under her eyes. She looked tired, human, the woman he’d fallen in love with long before any of this.

“I want to,” he said.

She squeezed his shoulder gently. “Then do.”

She leaned down and kissed his temple before grabbing her bag. He watched her walk away, her reflection passing across the glass walls until she disappeared around the corner.

When she was gone, the silence pressed in again. Gage stared at her empty chair. The faint warmth from her coffee mug still rose into the air. He wanted to believe everything she’d said. That there was nothing between her and Ryan. That this was just business.

But belief didn’t erase the memory of the muffled sounds behind the closed door two nights ago.

He closed his laptop slowly, the click echoing in the empty space, and whispered into the quiet room, “I do trust you.”

It sounded hollow, even to him.
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THE WHISPER BEHIND THE DOOR


Morning sunlight cut through the office blinds, painting pale stripes across the glass walls. The day of the mock pitches had arrived, but the air inside Titan felt heavier than usual—like everyone was holding their breath. Gage sat at the shared desk, headphones around his neck, the faint static of a paused playlist filling the silence between them. Cheyanne had been quieter than usual all morning. Her energy wasn’t gone, just contained, like a flame drawn inward.

Ryan had made his rounds early, sleeves rolled up, tie gone, coffee in hand. He had a way of commanding attention without raising his voice, moving through the incubator like he owned not just the space but everyone’s focus in it. When he reached their desk, he smiled that same easy smile.

“Morning, dream team,” he said. “You ready, Cheyanne?”

She nodded. “I think so.”

He laughed softly. “No thinking. Confidence sells. Investors can smell doubt.”

Then he looked at Gage. “You’ve got her slides ready, right?”

“They’re good to go,” Gage said, his voice flat.

Ryan’s gaze lingered on him for half a beat before turning back to Cheyanne. “Let’s polish a few delivery points before we head in. I’ll book the conference room. Just fifteen minutes.”

“Sure,” she said.

Gage tried to sound casual. “I can join you guys—maybe help tighten the tech section.”

Ryan’s smile didn’t waver. “We’ve got that covered. You’ll thank me when the pitch hits. Let me borrow her for a bit.”

Cheyanne gave Gage a quick look, her lips parting like she wanted to say something, but Ryan was already walking away toward the glass room at the end of the hall. She grabbed her laptop and followed, hesitating only long enough to squeeze Gage’s shoulder. It was meant to reassure him, but her hand trembled faintly before she let go.

The glass door shut behind them. Gage stared at the blurred outlines of their figures through the frosted pane. The outline of Ryan’s arm moving, gesturing as he spoke. Cheyanne standing across from him, nodding, her posture attentive, her hands clasped in front of her. Then Ryan stepped closer. The shapes merged slightly. Too close.

Gage turned away, opening his laptop just to have something to look at. The cursor blinked in an empty code window. His fingers hovered over the keys, but his mind spun uselessly.

Fifteen minutes turned into thirty. Then forty-five.

When the door finally opened, Ryan stepped out first. His shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbows now, a sheen of effort on his face. He laughed at something over his shoulder, voice low and smooth. Cheyanne followed a few seconds later, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear, face flushed, eyes bright.

“You nailed it,” Ryan said. “Keep that energy when you’re in front of the investors.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I’ll keep practicing.”

He smiled, then turned down the hall, barking friendly orders at another team.

Cheyanne came back to their desk, dropping into her chair. “He thinks I’m ready,” she said, voice light but breathless. “He said it’s the best delivery he’s seen in the program so far.”

“That’s… great,” Gage said.

She looked at him, eyes searching his face. “You don’t sound like you mean that.”

“I do,” he said quickly. “I just wish I could have been in there. We’re supposed to be a team.”

Her mouth pressed into a line. “You don’t trust me.”

“That’s not it.”

“Then what is it?”

Gage met her eyes. “It’s him. I don’t trust him.”

She exhaled, shaking her head. “He’s a mentor, Gage. You’re seeing ghosts.”

“Maybe.”

“Look,” she said softly, “he pushes hard. That’s how he gets results. I can handle it.”

He didn’t answer. She turned back to her laptop, opening the slide deck again. The tension thickened, unspoken but alive between them. The kind that didn’t break—it only coiled tighter with every passing second.

As the rest of the teams gathered for the afternoon session, Gage forced a neutral smile. Cheyanne straightened her blazer, her confidence returning like a mask sliding back into place. Ryan stood at the front of the room, greeting everyone with that same magnetic grin.

Gage sat at the back, watching her take her place under the lights. Watching her speak with that same fire Ryan had praised. Watching Ryan nod in approval from across the room.

He told himself it was all for the pitch. For their dream. For NeuralWeave.

But as her voice filled the room, smooth and sure, Gage couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t just performing for the investors anymore.
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The air in the shared workspace felt different that evening. The other founders had gone home, leaving the hum of computers and the distant echo of the cleaning staff. Gage stayed behind at his desk, trying to force his focus back into lines of code that refused to cooperate. Every few minutes, he’d glance up at the frosted glass of Ryan’s office, the same faint glow behind the door that had haunted him before.

Cheyanne had been there for nearly an hour. Ryan had told her earlier that afternoon that they’d “perfect the investor close”—the final piece of the presentation that sealed the deal. Gage wanted to believe it was as innocent as it sounded, but that gnawing ache in his chest made it impossible.

The low murmur of voices carried through the open space. Gage recognized Ryan’s tone first—steady, deliberate, the way he talked when he wanted someone to hang on every word. Cheyanne’s replies came softer, a rhythm that didn’t sound like business. He told himself to stay focused, to keep typing. Instead, his hands hovered over the keys as he strained to make out the words.

“…this is what it takes to win,” Ryan said, voice firm but low.

Gage’s stomach tightened. He heard a rustle, the sound of fabric shifting, then silence. His pulse thudded in his ears.

Cheyanne’s voice broke through again, quieter now. “Ryan, I⁠—”

“Shh,” Ryan murmured. “Focus on the goal.”

The silence stretched, interrupted only by the creak of a chair. Gage pressed his palms to the edge of his desk, every muscle in his body stiff with dread. He didn’t want to believe what his mind was painting, but the sounds—faint, rhythmic, undeniable—cut through any illusion he could build.

He stood halfway, frozen between two impossible choices. Burst in and end it, or sit and let the moment unravel into something he couldn’t undo. His hand trembled near his laptop, but he didn’t move toward the door.

The muffled sound of a breath caught his attention—a soft, broken sound, like someone trying not to speak. Then Ryan’s voice again, low and commanding: “That’s it. Right there. You’re perfect.”

Gage’s chest burned. He sank back into his chair, staring blankly at the glowing lines of code. His eyes blurred until the symbols meant nothing. Shame and disbelief washed over him in equal measure.

When the noises stopped, there was only the faint scrape of movement, the click of a belt buckle, and Ryan’s laugh—quiet, satisfied. Gage couldn’t breathe. He closed his laptop, each sound amplified in the stillness. The door to the office opened a few minutes later.

Cheyanne stepped out first. Her hair was slightly disheveled, her face flushed. She adjusted her blazer, eyes fixed on the floor. Ryan followed behind her, rolling his sleeves back down, that same smooth, unshakable calm etched into his expression.

“Good work tonight,” Ryan said. “You’ve got what it takes. Don’t forget that.”

Cheyanne nodded without meeting his eyes. “Thank you.”

When she walked toward Gage, he forced himself to look busy, typing nonsense into the terminal window. She stopped beside his desk.

“Hey,” she said softly. “You’re still here?”

“Yeah,” he said, keeping his voice even. “Just wrapping up.”

Her lips parted like she wanted to say more, but no words came. Ryan called something to another team down the hall, and she jumped slightly.

“I’ll meet you at home,” she said quickly. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

He didn’t turn to watch her leave. He waited until the door clicked shut behind her, then leaned forward, elbows on the desk, hands pressed hard against his face.

The office was silent again except for the low hum of the lights.

And all Gage could think about was the sound of Ryan’s voice behind that door.
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Gage sat at his desk long after Cheyanne left, the office lights dimmed to a dull amber. His monitor’s glow reflected in the glass walls, doubling his tired expression. He didn’t move for a long time. His fingers traced the edge of the keyboard, mind caught between denial and a dawning truth he couldn’t outrun.

When he finally stood, his legs felt stiff, hollow. The air smelled faintly of coffee and something else—something heavier that made his stomach twist. He grabbed his bag and left the incubator, the echo of his footsteps swallowed by the quiet halls.

Outside, the night air was sharp. The city pulsed below, indifferent to the storm brewing in his chest. He took the long route home, trying to find the right words for something that couldn’t be spoken.

By the time he reached the apartment, the lights inside were on. Through the window, he could see Cheyanne moving around the kitchen. For a moment, he stood at the door, hand on the knob, wondering what kind of lie would meet him on the other side.

She looked up when he entered, smiling carefully. “Hey. You were working late too?”

He closed the door quietly. “Yeah. Couldn’t focus.”

She turned back to the counter, stirring the pasta she’d thrown together. “Same. Ryan kept pushing me. He thinks I’m close to perfecting the pitch.”

Gage dropped his bag, watching her shoulders as she spoke. “He’s keeping you pretty busy.”

“That’s the program,” she said lightly. “He’s demanding.”

“I noticed.”

Cheyanne glanced over her shoulder, sensing the shift in his tone. “What’s wrong?”

He hesitated. “Nothing.”

“Gage.”

“Just tired.”

She crossed her arms, facing him now. “You’ve been acting weird for days. If something’s bothering you, say it.”

He met her eyes. “You said you’d text when you were done. You didn’t.”

Her brow furrowed. “I forgot. We went over time.”

“I know,” he said quietly.

The words hung there. She blinked once, twice, then turned back to the counter. “You’re making this sound like something it’s not.”

“What is it, then?”

“It’s work,” she said sharply. “That’s all.”

He took a step closer. “You were gone for hours. The whole office was empty.”

She sighed, setting down the spoon. “You don’t trust me.”

“I want to.”

Her voice softened. “Then do.”

He looked at her, the way her hair fell loose now, the faint red mark near her collarbone that she hadn’t noticed. His throat closed up.

“Did he touch you?” The words came out quieter than he intended.

She flinched. “Gage⁠—”

“Did he?”

She turned, gripping the edge of the counter. “You’re tired and paranoid. That’s what this is.”

He stared at her for a long time, searching for something honest in her eyes. “You can tell me the truth.”

Her jaw trembled slightly. “The truth is, I’m doing this for us. For the company. For everything we’ve worked for. You think I want to be there all night? You think I don’t miss coming home to you?”

He wanted to believe her, but the words sounded rehearsed. She stepped forward and took his hand. “You’re my husband. No one else matters.”

He didn’t pull away, but his fingers stayed rigid in hers. “If that’s true, why does it feel like I’m losing you?”

She shook her head. “You’re not.”

He forced a smile, small and broken. “Then promise me something.”

“What?”

“No more late nights. Not alone with him.”

Her hesitation said everything.

Finally, she nodded. “Okay.”

He kissed her cheek lightly, the gesture hollow, mechanical. “I’m going to take a shower.”

She nodded again, eyes downcast. When he disappeared down the hall, she stood there motionless, the quiet of the apartment pressing in around her.

The water started running in the bathroom. She leaned on the counter, her reflection catching in the window. Her face looked different in the city’s glow—tired, guilty, unsure. She pressed a hand to her chest, exhaling slowly.

Behind the closed door, Gage leaned against the tile, letting the hot water burn against his skin. He knew her silence wasn’t an answer.

It was confirmation.
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CRACKS


Gage couldn’t remember the last time a morning had felt this long. The apartment was quiet except for the scrape of a spoon against a cereal bowl. Cheyanne sat at the counter, hair pulled into a loose bun, staring at her phone. Her thumbs hovered over the screen, typing and deleting messages he couldn’t see. She didn’t look up when he came in.

He poured himself coffee, the smell bitter and grounding. “You didn’t sleep much.”

She shrugged. “Neither did you.”

“Guess not.”

He took a sip, watching her out of the corner of his eye. The distance between them felt heavier than any silence they’d had before. It wasn’t loud, but it was there in every careful movement, every half-spoken word.

She finally set the phone down. “We need to talk about the pitch review this afternoon.”

“Ryan’s leading it?”

“Of course he is,” she said. “It’s his incubator.”

Gage leaned on the counter. “You’re fine with that?”

Cheyanne sighed. “You said we weren’t going to do this again.”

“I said I’d try.”

“Well, try harder,” she muttered, pushing the bowl away. “I can’t walk on eggshells every time I talk about work.”

He stared into his coffee. “You didn’t answer my question.”

She crossed her arms. “Yes, I’m fine with it. I have to be. This is what we signed up for.”

The honesty in her voice was sharp enough to cut through any illusion he still clung to. He nodded slowly. “Right. What we signed up for.”

Cheyanne softened a little. “Gage, I know this has been hard. But we’re close—so close—to making this real. After the investors see the demo, everything changes.”

He gave a small, humorless laugh. “Yeah. Everything already has.”

Her expression faltered. “You think I don’t care about you anymore?”

“I think you care about winning,” he said quietly. “And I’m not sure where I fit into that.”

She looked away, the tension in her shoulders visible even from across the room. “That’s not fair.”

“Maybe not.”

She turned back toward him. “Then what do you want me to do? Quit? Walk away from the only chance we’ve got?”

He didn’t answer. The truth hung there, suspended between them. Cheyanne exhaled slowly, grabbed her jacket, and slung her bag over her shoulder.

“I’ll see you at the office,” she said.

He watched her go, the door clicking softly behind her. The sound was small, but it felt like finality.

At Titan, the hum of the incubator swallowed him again. Screens flickered, voices buzzed, but none of it reached him. He worked in silence while Cheyanne rehearsed with Ryan in the next room. Every so often, he’d hear Ryan’s voice through the glass wall, smooth and approving, followed by her laugh—too loud, too bright. It crawled under his skin.

Around midafternoon, Ryan gathered the teams in the main conference area. The investors weren’t there yet, but the mentors wanted each startup to give a short dry run.

Cheyanne stood beside Gage as they set up the presentation. She looked calm, professional, as if nothing in their world had fractured. Ryan came up behind them, adjusting his tie, all confidence and charm.

“Looking sharp,” he said to Cheyanne, giving her shoulder a light pat before turning to Gage. “You ready, partner?”

Gage forced a nod. “Always.”

“Good,” Ryan said, stepping back. “You two are the ones to beat.”

The rehearsal began. Cheyanne spoke flawlessly, voice steady, slides crisp and on time. Ryan watched her the entire time, nodding approvingly, his focus never wavering. Gage handled the demo without issue, but he could feel the shift in the room—the applause came for her, not him.

When it ended, Ryan smiled. “That was electric, Cheyanne. Exactly the energy we need. Investors are going to eat this up.”

She smiled, flushed with pride. “Thanks, Ryan.”

Gage stood slightly behind her, invisible under the glow of her success.

Ryan turned to him. “You built something incredible, Gage. But she’s the heart of it. You’re lucky to have her.”

The words hit like a punch disguised as a compliment. He nodded once. “Yeah. I know.”

Ryan clapped him on the back and moved on to another team, leaving them alone.

Cheyanne looked at him, a flicker of guilt crossing her face. “He didn’t mean it like that.”

Gage swallowed hard. “Didn’t he?”

“Gage—”

“It’s fine,” he said quickly, shutting his laptop. “You’re right. This is what we signed up for.”

He didn’t look at her as he walked out. The door to the conference room closed behind him, the applause from another team’s pitch echoing faintly through the hallway.

By the time he reached his desk, his coffee had gone cold.
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The late-afternoon light stretched across the incubator floor, slanting through the glass walls and cutting the room into slices of gold and shadow. The mock pitches were over, but the energy hadn’t left yet—people still lingered, buzzing from adrenaline, comparing feedback and plans. Gage sat at his workstation, pretending to check logs on his screen. The truth was, his attention kept drifting to where Cheyanne stood talking with Ryan near the front windows.

They were close again. Too close. Ryan leaned one shoulder against the glass, his voice low but easy, his expression amused. Cheyanne nodded, smiling in that careful way she used when she wanted to appear relaxed but composed. Every now and then she’d glance toward Gage, then back to Ryan, as though measuring the space between the two men and pretending it didn’t matter.

Gage rubbed his thumb against the edge of his coffee cup, jaw tight. He couldn’t make out their words, only the rhythm of their voices—Ryan’s confident and smooth, Cheyanne’s lighter, edges softened by fatigue. A familiar ache settled in his stomach. He’d told himself after the last argument he’d stop watching, stop listening, but the habit clung to him like static.

Ryan finally clapped Cheyanne lightly on the shoulder and said something that made her laugh. The sound carried across the quieting office, quick and bright. Gage flinched at how much it still affected him. He turned back to his monitor, closing the display with more force than necessary.

A moment later, Cheyanne came over.

“Hey,” she said, setting her tablet on the desk beside him. “You left before the feedback wrap-up. They liked the demo.”

“Good,” he said.

She studied his face. “You could at least sound happy.”

“I am happy,” he said, though his tone betrayed him. “You killed it. Everyone loved you.”

She frowned. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“That passive thing,” she said quietly. “If you’re upset, say it.”

He exhaled. “You’ve been with him all day.”

“It’s work,” she said. “You know that.”

He leaned back, arms crossed. “Seems like everything’s work lately.”

Cheyanne’s shoulders slumped. “You think I don’t notice what’s happening to us? You think I like it?”

“Then stop letting him have so much of you,” Gage said. “Even when you’re here, he’s still in the room.”

Her mouth opened, then closed again. She looked down at her hands. “He’s intense. I can’t deny that. But he’s helping us win. This is what we wanted.”

“Was it?” he asked, voice low. “Because I don’t remember wanting to lose us in the process.”

The words hung there, sharp and unfiltered. Cheyanne blinked hard, jaw tight, but no tears came. “Don’t make me choose right now, Gage. We’re too close to something big.”

He nodded slowly. “That’s the problem.”

They sat in silence, the hum of computers filling the gap. Ryan’s voice floated from down the hall, still giving advice to another team. Gage could pick it out even when he didn’t want to—smooth, confident, the kind of voice that made people believe anything.

Cheyanne stood abruptly. “I’m going home. Are you coming?”

“Not yet.”

She studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Don’t stay too late.”

When she walked away, Gage watched the reflection of her silhouette slide across the glass door before disappearing. He looked around the quiet office, at the empty desks and scattered notebooks, at the faint trace of her perfume still lingering near his chair.

For the first time, he wondered if the company’s success would mean nothing if it cost him the one person he’d built it for.

He shut down the monitor, the screen going dark. The overhead lights flickered once before settling into the low hum of evening.
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The apartment lights glowed soft yellow when Gage came in, his jacket heavy on his shoulders. He half expected Cheyanne to be asleep, but she sat on the couch instead, laptop open and notes scattered around her. She looked up as he closed the door behind him.

“You didn’t text,” she said quietly.

“I didn’t know what to say.”

She shut the laptop. “You’ve barely talked to me all week.”

He set his bag down by the wall. “Maybe because I don’t know which version of you I’m talking to anymore.”

Her jaw tightened. “That’s cruel.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But I feel like I don’t know you when you come home. You smell like his cologne half the time, and you don’t even notice.”

She stood, crossing her arms. “You think I’m doing this for fun? You think I like being pushed around, questioned, doubted by both of you?”

“I think you’re letting him get inside your head.”

Her voice cracked just slightly. “You’re wrong. I’m in control of this.”

“Are you?” He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Because you flinch every time his name comes up, and you still defend him. Which is it, Chey?”

She turned away, pacing toward the kitchen. “I’m doing my job.”

He followed her with his eyes. “Your job doesn’t require you to stay behind closed doors with him every night.”

She gripped the counter, shoulders rigid. “You don’t understand how much pressure I’m under.”

“Then explain it to me,” he said. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks like he’s using you.”

The words hit hard. She spun around, eyes flashing. “You don’t get to talk to me like that. I’m the reason we’re even here. You’d still be coding in that shoebox apartment if it wasn’t for me.”

“I never said I didn’t need you,” he said quietly. “I just wish I still recognized you.”

Her breath came unevenly now. “You think this is easy? You think I haven’t noticed the way he looks at me? The way everyone else listens to him? I have to be twice as good just to be taken seriously, Gage. And if that means playing along, then fine.”

His stomach dropped. “Playing along?”

She hesitated, realizing how it sounded. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“You did,” he said. “You meant exactly that.”

She pressed her lips together. “I didn’t cross a line.”

He nodded slowly. “Then tell me you want this to stop. Tell me you’ll stay away from him.”

Her silence stretched. The ticking of the clock filled the space between them.

“Chey,” he said softly. “Please.”

Her eyes shone, conflicted. “I can’t. Not yet.”

The quiet that followed was worse than any argument. Gage ran a hand through his hair and turned toward the window, the city lights reflecting in his tired eyes.

“Then I don’t know what’s left of us,” he said.

Behind him, she whispered, “Don’t say that.”

But he didn’t answer.

He stood there until he heard the soft sound of her retreating to the bedroom, the faint click of the door closing. Only then did he move, sitting on the edge of the couch, his hands clasped together so tightly his knuckles ached.

He wanted to believe her. He wanted to believe this was still about ambition and survival. But the space she’d left behind was filled with something he couldn’t ignore—the scent of another man’s presence and the echo of the woman she was becoming.
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THE PITCH REHEARSAL


The morning air in the Titan building felt heavier than usual, dense with the leftover tension from the week’s rehearsals. The entire space buzzed with nervous energy—teams rushing to finalize last-minute slides, founders huddled over laptops rehearsing lines. Gage sat at the workstation, the hum of his computer a faint counterpoint to the pounding in his chest.

Cheyanne stood across the room, surrounded by two of the mentors, animated and composed. Her blazer was a deeper shade of red today, the kind of color that drew every eye. When Ryan entered, the crowd seemed to shift toward him, conversations pausing for a second before resuming in lower tones. His presence filled the air, smooth and commanding, as he walked straight toward her.

Gage watched from his seat, fingers tightening around his coffee cup. Ryan said something that made Cheyanne laugh—a soft, genuine sound. She tilted her head slightly, and Ryan leaned closer, murmuring something Gage couldn’t hear. The moment stretched just a little too long before she nodded and followed him toward the small conference room.

The glass walls reflected fragments of their movement. Ryan was pointing at her laptop screen, adjusting the pacing of a slide. His hand brushed the small of her back, then lingered there as he made a point. She didn’t step away. She just smiled and kept listening.

Gage forced himself to look back at his code. He tried to focus on the syntax, on the project files that actually mattered, but the symbols blurred. Every time he blinked, he saw Ryan’s hand on her back. The weight of it, the ease.

He saved his file, closed the screen, and stood. He couldn’t sit there pretending anymore.

When he stepped into the hall, Cheyanne’s voice carried faintly through the glass: “I’ll make sure the transitions flow better, but I think we’ve got it now.”

Ryan’s tone came low and measured. “You’ve got it, Cheyanne. You don’t need me to tell you that.”

There was a pause, followed by her quiet laugh—one Gage hadn’t heard directed at him in weeks.

He turned away, heading for the lounge at the end of the corridor. He needed air, or space, or something that didn’t smell like coffee and cheap ambition. The lounge was empty, the city stretching beyond the tall windows, its lights sharp against the afternoon haze.

He leaned on the railing, watching the street below. The reflection in the glass showed a man he barely recognized—drawn, tired, uncertain. The kind of man who’d once dreamed of building something beautiful but was now stuck watching it tear at the seams.

Footsteps sounded behind him. Cheyanne’s voice followed, quiet. “You disappeared again.”

He turned slowly. “Needed a break.”

She came to stand beside him, close enough that he could feel the warmth of her shoulder. “You okay?”

“Fine,” he said. “You?”

She gave a small shrug. “Ryan’s running me hard, but it’s paying off. Investors are impressed.”

“Yeah,” he said, the bitterness in his tone too sharp to hide. “I can tell.”

She studied him for a moment. “You’re angry.”

He met her gaze. “Shouldn’t I be?”

Her lips parted, then closed again. “We’re winning, Gage. That’s what matters.”

He looked back at the glass. “At what cost?”

She didn’t answer right away. The city’s reflection danced between them, ghostly and cold.

“I don’t know anymore,” she admitted finally.

They stood there in silence until Ryan’s voice echoed faintly from down the hall, calling her name. She turned toward the sound automatically. Gage caught the flicker of guilt that crossed her face.

“I should go,” she said.

He nodded, but his voice didn’t come.

As she walked away, the hum of the incubator swallowed her. Gage stayed by the window, staring down at the city, a hollow ache spreading through his chest. The reflection of Ryan’s office lights shimmered in the glass beside him, a constant reminder of everything slipping further out of his control.
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The incubator buzzed with preparation, the kind of restless energy that always came before a big pitch. Every team was perfecting their slides, pacing through their introductions, double-checking every pixel and line of code. Gage sat near the back wall, laptop open, adjusting one final display routine. His fingers moved automatically, but his thoughts were elsewhere—on Cheyanne, who stood at the front of the room with Ryan.

They were rehearsing again. Her voice filled the air, strong and clear as she explained NeuralWeave’s vision, each line flowing like a script she’d memorized down to the breath. Ryan stood beside her, watching, guiding, cutting in when he wanted more emphasis here, less hesitation there. Every time she glanced at him for feedback, he smiled in that practiced way that made people feel chosen.

Gage tried to keep his face neutral as he typed. Every now and then, Ryan’s hand would hover near Cheyanne’s elbow when she lost her rhythm, a subtle gesture that looked harmless from a distance but set Gage’s stomach twisting. The tension coiled in him like a live wire.

After a particularly strong run-through, Ryan stepped closer, his voice low but still carrying across the quiet room. “That’s it, Cheyanne. Perfect balance. You pull people in without forcing it.”

She smiled, breathless, pleased. “Thanks. I’ve been practicing.”

“Keep that fire,” Ryan said. “It’s what separates the good founders from the great ones.”

The rest of the teams applauded lightly, impressed by her delivery. Cheyanne took a short bow, cheeks flushed with pride. Gage forced himself to join in. The sound of his own clapping felt hollow.

Ryan turned toward him. “You’ll run the demo next, right?”

“Yeah,” Gage said. “System’s ready.”

Ryan nodded, then glanced back at Cheyanne. “See if you can tighten the handoff between your section and his. It needs a smoother flow.”

“I can work with him tonight,” she offered.

Gage’s pulse quickened. “We can do it tomorrow. It’s already late.”

Ryan tilted his head slightly. “Tomorrow’s too close to pitch day. Better to lock it down while it’s fresh.”

Cheyanne hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”

Ryan smiled, satisfied. “Good. I’ll stick around for a bit, make sure we’re synced.” He clapped Gage on the shoulder, firm enough to sting. “You two are on the edge of something big.”

The rehearsal dissolved soon after, teams packing up and heading home. The space emptied until only the hum of machines remained. Gage worked silently beside Cheyanne, adjusting code transitions while she reviewed her timing again and again. Ryan lingered near the front, leaning against the edge of a desk, scrolling through his phone but occasionally glancing their way.

Cheyanne looked up from her laptop. “You think the investor hook is too long?”

“It’s fine,” Gage said. “You nailed it.”

“I don’t want to just nail it,” she said quietly. “I want to own it.”

He studied her face—focused, tired, determined. “You already do.”

Ryan’s voice cut in from across the room. “Let’s run it once more before we call it a night.”

Cheyanne looked at Gage, uncertain. He gave a small nod, forcing the words out. “Go ahead.”

She stepped forward, starting her opening line again. Ryan circled slowly, offering minor adjustments, his words smooth, encouraging. Gage watched her posture change under Ryan’s direction—shoulders straighter, voice more confident, eyes brighter.

When they finished, Ryan smiled. “That’s what I’m talking about. You’ve got presence. Investors will remember you.”

Cheyanne smiled back, the kind of expression that used to be reserved for Gage alone. “Thank you.”

Ryan gathered his notes, slipping them into his folder. “We’ll polish tomorrow. Same time.”

As he left, Gage kept his gaze on his laptop, jaw tight. Cheyanne walked back over, packing her things quietly.

“He’s just making sure we’re perfect,” she said after a moment.

“I know,” Gage replied. “That’s what scares me.”

She looked at him then, searching his face. “Don’t do this tonight.”

“I’m not,” he said softly. “I just wish he didn’t make you glow like that.”

Her expression faltered, and she turned away, tucking her hair behind her ear. “You’ll see tomorrow. It’ll all be worth it.”

When she left the room, the echo of her heels lingered. Gage sat in the empty incubator, watching the glass door swing shut, the reflection of his own weary face staring back at him.
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The incubator lights dimmed as the night crew finished locking up. Only a few monitors still glowed in the open space, reflecting pale light off the glass walls. Gage sat alone at his desk, his screen filled with code he couldn’t bring himself to read. The cursor blinked steadily, like a reminder of how long he’d been sitting there.

Cheyanne was still in Ryan’s office. The door was closed, blinds half drawn. Through the frosted glass he could see the blur of two figures, her shape smaller, her movements tense. He wanted to tell himself it was just another practice session. Just feedback. Just business. But the sounds that had once meant collaboration now carried a different rhythm—slower, deliberate, impossible to mistake.

He closed his laptop and stood. Every step toward that door felt heavier than the last. When he reached the hallway, he could hear them talking, voices too low to catch words. Then a pause. A soft rustle. A sound that turned his stomach and rooted him in place.

He shouldn’t listen. He should walk away. He told himself that with every breath, but his body stayed still.

Ryan’s voice came first, smooth and measured. “You’re better every time, you know that?”

Cheyanne laughed quietly, strained. “You push hard.”

“That’s what brings out the best.”

Silence stretched again, thick and charged. Gage felt heat rise under his collar. He stepped back, pulse pounding in his ears, and forced himself to walk toward the lounge. The empty hallway echoed with his footsteps. He sat on one of the low couches, staring at the pattern in the carpet until it blurred.

A few minutes later, the office door opened. Footsteps clicked softly on the tile, followed by the low hum of Ryan’s voice saying something Gage couldn’t make out. Cheyanne’s lighter reply trailed after it. Then the main door shut, and the incubator was quiet again.

When she appeared around the corner, she stopped short, surprised to see him there. Her makeup had faded, her hair loose around her shoulders. “You’re still here?”

“Guess so,” he said, his voice rough.

“I thought you went home.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “Figured I’d get ahead on a few things.”

She nodded, shifting her bag on her shoulder. “It’s late, Gage.”

“Yeah. It is.”

She hesitated. “I’m sorry if I’ve been distant.”

“You’ve been busy.”

“It’s not just that,” she said, stepping closer. “Ryan—he expects a lot. I can’t afford to mess this up.”

He studied her face, searching for something genuine behind the exhaustion. “And what does he expect from you exactly?”

Her lips parted, but no words came. The silence that followed said more than any answer could.

He stood, the space between them charged. “I heard him,” he said quietly. “Through the glass.”

Cheyanne’s breath caught. “Gage⁠—”

“Don’t,” he said. “I don’t want another excuse.”

Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back. “It’s not what you think.”

He almost laughed at that, but it came out more like a sigh. “You keep saying that, but I don’t even know what I think anymore.”

She reached out, fingers brushing his sleeve. “Please. Let’s not do this here.”

He pulled back. “Then where do we do it, Chey? Because every time I try, you run to him.”

Her expression broke, a flash of guilt and anger tangled together. “I didn’t plan for any of this. You think I wanted to be in this position?”

“I think you wanted to win,” he said. “And you found someone who made it easy to forget about me.”

She covered her mouth, shaking her head. “That’s not fair.”

“Maybe not,” he said softly. “But it’s true.”

For a long time neither of them moved. The incubator was silent again, only the faint hum of the servers in the corner filling the void.

Finally, she whispered, “I don’t know how to fix this.”

He looked at her, eyes tired, voice low. “I don’t think you can.”

He grabbed his bag and walked past her toward the elevators. She stood in the half-light of the hallway, watching him go, her reflection fractured in the glass walls around her. When the doors closed behind him, she pressed a hand to her chest, breathing hard, eyes unfocused.

For the first time, she wasn’t sure if the next pitch would save them—or finish breaking what little they had left.
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SUBMISSION IN SILENCE


The morning came late for Gage, sunlight spilling across the blinds and painting sharp lines over the apartment wall. The smell of burnt coffee drifted through the small kitchen. Cheyanne sat at the counter, dressed and ready for the day, scrolling through her tablet with one hand while stirring her mug with the other. Her focus never left the glowing screen.

He stood in the doorway, watching her. The distance between them felt unbridgeable, even though they were only a few feet apart.

“You’re up early,” he said finally.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she replied without looking up. “We’ve got final prep before investor day. Ryan wants a tighter closing statement.”

Gage crossed his arms. “Of course he does.”

Her eyes flicked up at him for half a second, irritation flashing across her face. “Don’t start.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t have to.” She set her mug down and turned the tablet toward him. “He wants to shift the tone—make it sound more confident. Says we should talk about what we’re building, not what we hope to build.”

Gage nodded slowly. “Sounds like him.”

Cheyanne let out a frustrated sigh. “You can be mad at me later. Right now, I need to make sure this pitch lands.”

He leaned against the counter. “And what happens when it does? We get the funding, sure. But what do we look like after that? Because it’s not us anymore, Chey. It’s you and him.”

Her voice dropped, low and sharp. “You think I don’t feel the same distance? You think this is easy for me?”

“Then why keep going?”

“Because walking away now would make everything we built mean nothing,” she snapped. “You’d rather I throw it all away just to make you feel better?”

He stared at her for a long time, his jaw tight. “Maybe I’d rather have something left that still feels like mine.”

Cheyanne looked away. “You’re not losing me.”

“Tell that to last night.”

The silence that followed was suffocating. She closed the tablet with more force than necessary and grabbed her bag.

“I’ll be at the office,” she said. “You can come if you want, or don’t. But I’m not fighting about this anymore.”

He watched her go, the sound of the door clicking behind her echoing through the empty space. For a moment he just stood there, listening to the refrigerator hum, to the quiet that settled after her footsteps faded.

When he finally arrived at Titan later that morning, the atmosphere was electric. The other teams were already gathered for a briefing, voices low but excited. Cheyanne stood with Ryan near the main display, their heads close together as they spoke. She looked poised, radiant even under the harsh overhead lights. Ryan handed her a tablet, his hand brushing hers in a gesture so casual it almost didn’t exist. Almost.

Gage took his seat at their station, keeping his eyes on his screen. He could feel the stares of other founders, the curiosity—people noticing how Ryan gravitated to Cheyanne, how Gage always seemed a step behind.

Ryan’s voice filled the space as he addressed the group. “Big day tomorrow. Investors aren’t just looking for ideas—they’re looking for belief. Conviction. Show them you’ve already won.”

Applause scattered across the room. Ryan’s gaze swept over the teams and stopped briefly on Gage. “NeuralWeave’s got the spark,” he said. “They’re one to watch.”

Cheyanne smiled, straightening under the compliment. Gage nodded mechanically, the praise landing like a weight rather than a lift.

When the meeting ended, Ryan called out, “Cheyanne, hang back a minute.”

Gage froze, pretending to busy himself with his laptop. Through the corner of his eye, he saw her hesitate, then follow Ryan toward the far office. The door clicked shut behind them.

He tried to work. He tried to code. But all he could hear was the steady hum of the air vents and the faint, distant sound of Ryan’s voice bleeding through the wall. His fingers hovered above the keyboard, motionless.

Minutes stretched into an hour. When the door finally opened, Cheyanne emerged, her posture tight, eyes focused straight ahead. Ryan followed, calm and composed, clapping his hands once. “Alright, team,” he said to the room. “Tomorrow’s the start of something big.”

Cheyanne didn’t meet Gage’s eyes as she sat down. She opened her laptop and started typing without a word. Gage watched her for a moment, then looked away.

Something had changed—something final.

He didn’t know whether it was in her expression or his own reflection in the glass wall across from them, but the feeling was the same: the part of their dream that had belonged to both of them was gone.
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The building felt like a different world after dark. Half the lights were off, the hum of computers steady in the background, broken only by the occasional buzz of a phone or the distant echo of a keyboard. Gage sat in the far corner of the incubator, surrounded by monitors, but his eyes weren’t on the screen. They were on Cheyanne.

She sat at the long table near the front, typing steadily, notes scattered around her. The glow from the desk lamp carved out her features, throwing soft light over her face. She looked calm—focused—but there was a stiffness in her shoulders he recognized. A quiet tension that came from holding too much inside.

Ryan stood behind her, leaning slightly over her chair. His tone was measured, careful, every word wrapped in encouragement. “That’s good,” he said. “You’re getting smoother with it. Make sure you take your time between slides. Let them breathe before the next reveal.”

Cheyanne nodded. “Got it.”

“Confidence,” Ryan said. “That’s your strength. Don’t ever let them see you hesitate.”

Her voice came out quiet. “Right.”

Gage pretended to work, his fingers resting motionless on the keys. He felt every second stretch into the next. Ryan’s presence filled the space—too close, too familiar. He could see the faintest twitch of Cheyanne’s hands on the keyboard, the smallest shift in her breathing.

After a while, Ryan straightened. “Alright,” he said. “That’s enough for tonight. You’ve got it.”

Cheyanne turned slightly in her chair, looking up at him. “You sure?”

“I’m sure,” Ryan said with a half-smile. “Get some rest before tomorrow. You’ll need it.”

She smiled faintly. “Thanks.”

When Ryan walked out, his footsteps echoed down the hall, fading into silence. The sound of the door clicking shut lingered like the closing of a chapter.

Gage exhaled, the first sound he’d made in nearly half an hour. Cheyanne rubbed her temples, gathering her papers. She didn’t notice him standing until he spoke.

“You done?”

She startled slightly. “Gage—I didn’t see you there.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I noticed.”

Her shoulders tensed. “Please don’t start.”

“I’m not,” he said quietly. “You looked good up there. You’ve been working hard.”

Her expression softened for a moment. “Thanks.”

He walked closer, stopping a few feet away. “How do you feel about tomorrow?”

“Nervous,” she admitted. “But ready. I think this is it, Gage. The big one.”

He nodded. “It’s always been it. Since day one.”

Something flickered in her eyes—nostalgia, maybe guilt. She closed her laptop. “We should go home.”

They packed in silence, each movement deliberate, measured. When they stepped outside, the air was cool, the city lights reflecting off the glass façade of Titan’s headquarters. They stood for a moment on the sidewalk, neither moving toward the car.

Cheyanne broke the silence. “Do you ever think about what happens after this? If we actually make it?”

“All the time,” he said. “I just don’t know if I like the picture anymore.”

She looked at him. “We can still fix it.”

“Can we?”

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “But I want to try.”

He studied her face—the mix of exhaustion and determination—and realized how much he missed believing her without hesitation. He wanted to say something, anything, that could pull them back to how they were before Titan. But the words wouldn’t come.

Instead, he nodded. “Let’s get home.”

They walked to the car, side by side but not touching. The silence between them wasn’t angry this time—it was heavier, resigned. Submission had replaced confrontation, a quiet surrender to the current that kept pulling them along.

When they reached the parking garage, Cheyanne turned to him. “Tomorrow’s going to change everything.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s what scares me.”

She looked at him for a long moment before unlocking the car. As they drove off, the reflection of the Titan logo faded in the rearview mirror, but its weight stayed with them, pressing down like a promise neither of them could break.
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The apartment was quiet except for the hum of the fridge and the low noise of traffic outside. Gage dropped his keys on the counter, the metallic clink loud in the stillness. Cheyanne followed him in, her laptop bag slung over one shoulder. She kicked off her shoes, then leaned against the counter, rubbing her temples. Neither spoke at first.

He filled two glasses of water, sliding one toward her. “You’ve been staring at screens for twelve hours.”

“Feels like longer,” she said, taking a small sip. “Ryan thinks I’m ready.”

“Ryan always thinks you’re ready,” Gage said. “It’s his favorite line.”

She set the glass down, staring at him. “You can’t even let me be proud for one second?”

“I’m trying,” he said. “It’s hard to tell where your pride ends and his begins.”

Her jaw tightened. “You’re being unfair.”

He didn’t argue. The silence between them was thick, carrying everything they weren’t saying. He finally turned and leaned on the counter opposite her. “Tomorrow’s investor day. After that, maybe we get our life back.”

“Do we still have one?” she asked quietly.

He looked down at his hands. “I want to.”

Cheyanne’s expression softened. “Me too.”

She walked over, close enough that he could smell her perfume—something sharp, citrus with a warm edge he used to love. She placed her palms flat against his chest, a tentative gesture that made him stop breathing. “I miss you,” she whispered.

He looked at her, at the way her eyes glistened under the kitchen light. “You have a funny way of showing it.”

Her breath hitched. “Don’t do that. Not tonight.”

He covered her hands with his, holding them in place. “Then tell me you still love me.”

“I do,” she said. “I just—this job, this project—it’s everything right now.”

“More than me?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “But it’s part of who we are. If we lose this, we lose us too.”

Her words hurt more because they almost made sense. He leaned forward until their foreheads touched. “Then win,” he said quietly. “Just don’t lose yourself doing it.”

Her fingers tightened on his shirt. “I’m trying.”

For a long moment they stood there, breathing the same shallow air. Then she stepped back. “I should finish my notes.”

He nodded, watching her disappear into the bedroom. The glow of her laptop lit the walls, a halo of blue against the dark. He stayed in the kitchen, the half-finished glass of water in his hand.

When she finally came back out, the room had gone cold. She stopped by his side, hesitated, then whispered, “Tomorrow changes everything.”

He looked at her profile, the faint tremor in her voice, and knew she believed it. “Yeah,” he said softly. “It will.”

She turned off the light, leaving the apartment in darkness except for the street glow leaking through the window. When the silence settled again, Gage sat at the table, staring at nothing, wondering how much more of himself he could give before there was nothing left to win.
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THE INVESTOR DINNER


The investor dinner was held in one of those rooftop restaurants that seemed designed to intimidate—the kind of place where the skyline was part of the décor. Glass walls surrounded the dining area, and soft amber lighting reflected off polished cutlery and crystal glasses. Gage and Cheyanne arrived early, escorted by one of Ryan’s assistants. The moment they stepped inside, they could feel the shift in atmosphere: this wasn’t just a dinner, it was theatre.

Cheyanne looked stunning. Her dress was simple but bold, dark green with a thin gold belt that caught the light when she moved. Gage’s chest tightened when he saw the way people turned to look at her. It wasn’t jealousy exactly—it was fear, a quiet sense that she belonged more in this world than he did.

Ryan appeared a few minutes later, shaking hands with the investors, his smile smooth, his laugh low and confident. When he saw Cheyanne, his face lit up in that too-familiar way. “You made it,” he said, offering his arm.

Cheyanne hesitated for only a second before taking it. Gage followed a step behind as Ryan guided her toward the table, introducing her to the investors as if she were the star attraction. Gage forced a polite grin when Ryan introduced him as “the genius behind the curtain.”

The dinner began with champagne. Ryan raised his glass, voice carrying easily across the table. “To the future. To vision. And to the people who have the courage to chase it.”

The toast was met with approving murmurs. Gage clinked glasses with the investor beside him, a man named Dalton who talked mostly about profit margins and exit strategies. Across the table, Cheyanne laughed at something Ryan whispered to her. She leaned forward, her hand brushing his arm lightly. The gesture looked innocent enough, but Gage felt the sting all the same.

Courses arrived one after another, delicate and precise. The talk flowed as easily as the wine. Ryan steered every conversation, balancing charm and dominance like a man who’d spent years perfecting it. Whenever he spoke, the investors listened. Whenever Cheyanne added something, Ryan’s smile widened.

When dessert arrived, Ryan turned the discussion toward NeuralWeave. “This is the kind of product that changes how people think about technology,” he said. “It’s intimate. Human. Emotional. And that’s because of Cheyanne. She understands people. She makes them believe.”

Cheyanne smiled modestly. “Gage built it. None of it exists without him.”

Ryan nodded, but his tone was teasing. “Of course. Every great idea needs its genius. But you—you give it life.”

The table laughed politely. Gage forced a smile, even as heat crept up the back of his neck.

After dinner, the group moved toward the balcony. The night air was cool, the city alive below. Ryan leaned on the railing beside Cheyanne, pointing out landmarks as if the view were his to give. Gage stood a few steps away, talking to Dalton about integration systems, but his eyes kept drifting back to them. Ryan’s hand rested lightly on the small of her back. Her laughter carried through the air like music, effortless.

Dalton followed his gaze and smiled knowingly. “She’s a natural,” he said. “You’re lucky.”

“Yeah,” Gage said quietly. “I know.”

When the dinner ended, Ryan thanked the investors personally, shaking each hand with practiced sincerity. Then he turned to Gage and Cheyanne. “You two were perfect tonight,” he said. “Cheyanne, you owned that room.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Ryan.”

He looked at Gage. “You should be proud. Not everyone can build something worth fighting for.”

Gage nodded stiffly. “We are.”

Ryan’s grin widened slightly. “Good. Because this is just the beginning.”

As they walked toward the elevator, Cheyanne slipped her arm through Gage’s. Her smile was genuine but faintly strained. “They loved it,” she said softly.

He looked at her, searching her face. “Yeah. They did.”

When the elevator doors opened, Ryan stepped in first. He gestured for them to follow. Cheyanne entered beside him, Gage last. The mirrored walls caught their reflections—the polished investor, the shining partner, and the man who wasn’t sure anymore where he fit between them.

As the elevator descended, Gage saw Ryan’s hand brush against Cheyanne’s wrist, subtle enough that it could’ve been an accident. She didn’t pull away.

The ride down felt longer than it should have. When the doors opened, Gage stepped out first, breathing deeply, trying to steady the slow, angry pulse in his chest.

He didn’t look back until they reached the car. Cheyanne was smiling, saying something to Ryan he couldn’t hear. Whatever it was made Ryan laugh quietly, that low sound that had haunted Gage’s thoughts for weeks.

And as they said their goodbyes, Ryan’s words lingered like a promise: This is just the beginning.
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The hum of the city followed them down from the rooftop, fading only once Gage and Cheyanne stepped into the quiet of their hotel suite. The air-conditioning hummed, low and steady. The contrast from the warmth of the dinner made everything inside feel colder.

Cheyanne tossed her clutch onto the table and exhaled. “That went better than I thought,” she said, her voice edged with relief. “Everyone seemed excited.”

Gage loosened his tie, his reflection catching in the window glass. “Ryan seemed excited too.”

She paused, halfway to the mirror. “Don’t start.”

“I’m not,” he said, turning to face her. “I just noticed he barely looked at anyone else all night.”

“That’s how he works. He makes people feel like they’re the only one in the room.”

“Yeah,” Gage muttered. “He’s good at that.”

She gave a tired sigh. “Can we not fight tonight? Please?”

He nodded slowly, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Sure.”

For a while, neither spoke. She slipped off her earrings, setting them neatly on the dresser. He watched her in the reflection of the window, the skyline glowing behind her. She looked like someone else in that dress—someone who belonged in Ryan’s world.

Cheyanne caught his gaze in the glass. “You think I liked the way he talked to me?” she asked quietly.

“I think you didn’t stop him,” Gage said.

She turned. “What do you want me to do? Make a scene in front of investors?”

“No,” he said. “I just want to know what I am to you in that room.”

Her lips parted, but she didn’t answer. She crossed her arms instead, her eyes bright with frustration. “You’re my partner, Gage. My husband. Why do you keep acting like I’ve forgotten that?”

He stood, stepping closer. “Because every time I look at you next to him, I see it slipping away.”

She looked up at him, expression softening for just a moment before hardening again. “You’re wrong.”

He searched her face. “Am I?”

She closed her eyes. “I can’t keep defending myself.”

“Then stop,” he said. “Just tell me the truth.”

“I already have.”

The silence stretched. Gage took a slow breath, then sat back down. “He touches you like he owns you.”

Her voice wavered. “He doesn’t.”

“He thinks he does.”

Her eyes shone, and she turned away. “You’re drunk on jealousy.”

“Maybe,” he admitted. “But I’m not blind.”

For a long time, she didn’t move. Then she said quietly, “Tomorrow’s the real pitch. If we blow this, everything dies—what we’ve built, what we’ve dreamed of. I can’t let that happen because of you.”

The words hit harder than any accusation. He looked down at his hands. “So I’m the problem now.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

She walked to the door, grabbing her blazer. “I’m going to meet Ryan. He wants to go over tomorrow’s schedule.”

Gage’s head snapped up. “Now?”

“It won’t take long.”

“Cheyanne—”

“Don’t wait up,” she said softly, and slipped out before he could stop her.

The door closed with a muted click. He sat there for a moment, staring at the empty space where she’d been. Outside, the city lights pulsed against the glass like a heartbeat, mocking him with their rhythm.

He turned off the lamp and sat in the dark, trying not to imagine what “going over the schedule” meant this time.
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The hotel room was silent when Cheyanne returned. The door clicked softly behind her, the sound sharp in the dark. Gage sat by the window, still fully dressed, staring at the faint shimmer of headlights crawling along the streets below. He didn’t turn as she walked in.

“You’re still up,” she said quietly, setting her purse on the table.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he murmured. “Didn’t expect you this late.”

“I told you not to wait.”

He exhaled through his nose, slow, heavy. “You also said it wouldn’t take long.”

Cheyanne hesitated, fingers brushing the edge of the dresser. “It didn’t. We just went over timing. The order of the slides. That’s all.”

Her voice was calm, but it carried that new tone he hated—soft, measured, too careful. He stood and turned toward her, eyes adjusting to the dim light. Her lipstick was smudged, her hair slightly out of place. Maybe it was just the humidity, maybe not. He didn’t ask. He didn’t need to.

“I believe you,” he said.

She froze a little. “You don’t sound like it.”

“Would it matter if I did?”

She crossed her arms. “You want to fight again? On the night before the pitch?”

“No,” he said. “I’m past fighting.”

That answer hung between them like something final. She sat on the edge of the bed, eyes down, shoulders tense. “Then what are we doing, Gage?”

He didn’t move for a long time. The city lights behind him threw faint gold against the window, reflecting them both—two silhouettes that didn’t seem to fit together anymore. “I keep thinking about what this was supposed to feel like,” he said. “All the years building, the sleepless nights. I thought it would bring us closer.”

“It did,” she said quietly. “For a while.”

“What happened?”

“Ryan happened,” she admitted, barely above a whisper. “And the worst part is, I let it. Because he sees something in me that I forgot was there.”

Gage swallowed hard. “I used to see that too.”

“I know.”

They sat there, silent again. Then she stood, walking toward him. “Tomorrow, after the pitch, everything changes. We’ll have what we dreamed of. We can figure us out then.”

He looked at her, really looked—at the woman who used to finish his sentences, who now spoke like someone half gone. “You think a win fixes this?”

“I think it’s a start,” she said, voice trembling. “I don’t know what else to do.”

He didn’t answer. She reached out, touching his hand lightly. For a second, he almost pulled her in, almost forgave her. But the distance between what they used to be and what they had become was too wide to cross.

Cheyanne stepped back, wiping at her eye quickly. “You should sleep,” she said.

Gage turned toward the window again. “You go ahead.”

She nodded and slipped into the bedroom, closing the door softly behind her. He stood in the living room, watching the city lights flicker below. His reflection in the glass looked like a ghost’s—pale, hollow, fading at the edges.

When the night finally swallowed the last bit of light from the street, he whispered to no one, “It’s already changed.”
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THE RECORDING


The incubator was silent except for the low hum of the servers. It was the morning after the dinner, the last day before the investors made their decisions, and the air carried that strange stillness that comes before a storm. Rows of screens glowed with numbers and graphs, half-empty coffee cups scattered like artifacts of long nights.

Gage sat at his workstation early, long before the others arrived. His eyes burned from lack of sleep, but there was no point trying anymore. The city outside had already begun to brighten, streaks of pink and gold breaking over the rooftops. In a few hours, they’d know if NeuralWeave was going to live or die.

He scrolled through his final code revisions, fingers steady despite the exhaustion. He kept his mind on the details—syntax, performance, efficiency—anything that wasn’t Cheyanne or Ryan or the sound of her returning to the hotel room past midnight.

When the office door opened, he didn’t look up at first. He knew her footsteps by now, the soft click of heels, the quick intake of breath she always took before she spoke.

“Morning,” she said. Her voice was calm but tight.

“Morning,” he answered without turning.

She set her things down at her station across from his, moving slower than usual. The faint scent of her perfume lingered between them, mixed with the smell of coffee and old electronics. For a few minutes, they worked in silence.

Finally, Cheyanne spoke. “Ryan asked me to come in early. Investors will be here in a few hours. He wants a dry run with just us before everyone else gets in.”

“Of course he does.”

Her head lifted slightly, irritation flashing in her eyes. “Can we not, please? Not today.”

He looked at her then, really looked. She was immaculate again—hair smoothed, makeup perfect, expression controlled. The same face she used for the world, not the one she used to wear for him.

“Fine,” he said. “Go ahead. Do your run.”

She hesitated, as if waiting for him to say something else, then turned toward the main display. Her voice filled the empty room, steady and practiced. She knew the pitch by heart: the emotional arc, the confident pauses, the persuasive rhythm that drew people in. Watching her perform it was like watching someone he used to know speak through a stranger’s mouth.

When she finished, Ryan appeared in the doorway, clapping slowly. “Perfect. That’s what I wanted.”

Cheyanne turned, startled. “You were listening?”

“Of course,” Ryan said. “I don’t miss the good stuff.”

He crossed the room with his usual composure, stopping beside her. “We’re ready,” he said. “Investors won’t know what hit them.”

She smiled, but her eyes darted toward Gage for a moment. “Thanks.”

Ryan looked at Gage too, that unreadable smirk flickering across his face. “And you, my friend. The engine behind the beauty. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Gage said, his tone even.

Ryan’s grin widened a little. “Good. We all play our parts.”

He turned back to Cheyanne, lowering his voice just enough that Gage had to strain to catch the words. “After the presentation, we’ll talk next steps. I’ve got a few ideas for how to position NeuralWeave going forward.”

Cheyanne nodded. “Of course.”

When Ryan left, the door closing softly behind him, the silence returned. Gage stared at his screen, the code now nothing but static on the monitor.

Cheyanne rubbed her arms. “You should get ready too. It’s a big day.”

He leaned back in his chair, eyes on her. “You’re already ready. You’ve been ready for him for weeks.”

She flinched. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s true.”

Her voice rose, sharp but fragile. “I’ve done everything I can for us. I’m trying to make this work.”

“And what about us?” he asked quietly.

Cheyanne’s shoulders slumped. “After today, we’ll have everything we wanted. Maybe then we can breathe again.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Maybe.”

The rest of the morning moved like a clock running down. Teams filed in one by one, the sound of chatter and nervous laughter filling the space. Investors began arriving, their presence turning every conversation into a performance. Ryan moved among them with ease, shaking hands, laughing in the right places, guiding attention where he wanted it.

When it was their turn, Cheyanne walked to the front with poise that drew every eye. Gage stood behind her at the console, fingers poised over the demo keys. She began to speak, and the world seemed to narrow around her.

Her voice was flawless. Every line, every gesture landed perfectly. The investors leaned forward, captivated. Ryan watched from the sidelines, his expression one of quiet satisfaction.

Gage’s part came next. He triggered the demo, the interface responding beautifully—no bugs, no glitches, just seamless performance. He glanced up and caught Cheyanne’s eye for a brief second. She smiled, a small, real smile, one that reached her eyes for the first time in weeks.

When it ended, the applause was immediate. Ryan shook hands with the investors, laughter filling the space again. Promises of follow-ups, funding, and partnership drifted through the air.

Cheyanne turned toward Gage, her voice barely above a whisper. “We did it.”

He nodded. “Yeah. We did.”

But as Ryan moved in to congratulate her, his hand resting lightly on her shoulder, Gage’s chest tightened again. The victory felt hollow, like a song that ended before its final note.

He stood there among the clapping and the handshakes, smiling for the cameras, already wondering what this win would cost them next.
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The incubator was half-dark when Gage slipped back inside. It was late, hours after the investor event had ended, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to go home. The celebration drinks, the congratulations, the smiles—they’d all felt false, like a play everyone was pretending to enjoy. He’d left early, saying he needed air. In truth, he needed to be here.

The hum of the building surrounded him. Rows of empty desks glowed faintly under the standby lights. The air smelled of coffee gone cold. Cheyanne’s workstation still had her notes scattered across it, her tablet resting face-down. The faint lipstick print on the edge of her coffee cup made his throat tighten.

He set his laptop bag on the desk and opened it, pulling out the small audio device he’d borrowed from one of the testing rooms. A prototype from another team—simple, discreet, meant for usability studies. The idea had gnawed at him since the first late night behind Ryan’s closed office door. Tonight, he wasn’t leaving with questions.

He crossed the hall, heart thudding, and stopped outside Ryan’s office. The glass door reflected his face—tired, pale, uncertain. He eased it open just enough to slip inside. The room was as immaculate as always: a sleek desk, the faint smell of leather and expensive cologne, an untouched glass of scotch beside the monitor.

Gage set the recorder under the corner of the desk where the shadow hid it. He adjusted it once, checking the tiny red light before stepping back. His pulse drummed loud enough to fill the silence.

“Just work,” he whispered to himself. “Just make it work.”

He returned to his station, reopened his laptop, and waited.

The clock crawled past eleven before he heard voices from down the hall. The familiar rhythm of Cheyanne’s heels, Ryan’s lower tone beside hers. They laughed softly—an intimacy that made his stomach turn.

He watched their shadows stretch across the frosted glass of Ryan’s office as the door closed. The muffled conversation started, low and steady. He didn’t move. His hand hovered over the keyboard, eyes fixed on the waveform display on his screen as the live feed picked up every sound.

Ryan’s voice came first. “You did perfectly today. Investors love you. You’ve got that spark, Cheyanne.”

She laughed quietly, but there was a hesitation in it. “I just want us to get the deal.”

“You already have it,” Ryan said. “You just need to accept it.”

A pause. Then a sound of movement—a chair shifting, fabric brushing against fabric.

“Ryan,” she said, softer now. “We shouldn’t…”

“You keep saying that,” he murmured. “And you keep staying.”

Her breath caught. Gage froze. The silence that followed was broken only by the faint, unmistakable sound of closeness—breathing, shifting, the dull thud of something against the desk. His vision tunneled.

He turned up the volume slightly, though part of him screamed not to. The next few seconds confirmed everything he’d refused to name. Ryan’s words came in low murmurs; Cheyanne’s voice followed, trembling, too quiet to parse but filled with an ache that twisted his gut.

The recording ran for minutes that felt like hours. When the noises finally stopped, Ryan’s voice cut through the stillness again, calm and composed. “This is what winning feels like, Cheyanne. You’ve earned it.”

Her answer came faint, almost broken. “I just want this to mean something.”

“It does,” Ryan said, a smile in his tone. “It means everything.”

Gage sat motionless as the feed went silent. His hands shook as he stopped the recording and pulled the tiny device from under the desk. The air felt thinner now, the whole building pressing down on him.

He walked out into the hallway, the audio file still open on his screen. The glowing waveform stared back at him—his proof, his nightmare made real. He wanted to delete it, to wipe it from existence, but he couldn’t. The truth sat in the file name at the top of the screen: meeting_log_10_27.wav.

The office lights flickered once as the building’s systems cycled for the night. Gage looked toward Ryan’s door one last time, his chest hollow. The laughter from earlier still echoed faintly in his ears, looping through his mind.

When he finally left, dawn was beginning to bleed into the horizon. The city below was waking up, unaware that everything in his world had already broken while it slept.
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The sound file played quietly through Gage’s headphones, the waveform scrolling across his laptop screen like a pulse he couldn’t control. He sat alone in the corner of the incubator, long after everyone else had gone. The overhead lights dimmed automatically, leaving him in the faint blue glow of his monitor. He didn’t need to hear the whole thing again, but he couldn’t stop himself. Each word landed the same way—flat, final, undeniable.

Ryan’s low voice filled the air.

“You keep saying no, Cheyanne, but you’re still here.”

Cheyanne’s breath trembled. “We can’t⁠—”

“Relax,” Ryan murmured. “This is what it takes.”

The sound of movement followed—chairs scraping, a soft gasp that cut straight through him. Gage pressed pause, unable to listen anymore. His hand shook as he removed the headphones, setting them on the table like they burned.

The silence that followed was almost worse. It was heavy, filling the room with everything he hadn’t said, everything he’d tried to ignore. The evidence sat right there on the screen—lines and waves frozen mid-moment. Proof of betrayal. Proof of silence.

He stared at the monitor until his reflection looked like a stranger staring back. There were shadows under his eyes, the kind that no amount of sleep could erase. He felt hollow, stripped clean of anger. Even his rage seemed tired now.

Footsteps echoed faintly from down the hall. Cheyanne’s voice followed, low and cautious.

“Gage? You’re still here?”

He didn’t answer at first. She stepped closer, her heels clicking on the polished floor. When she reached his desk, her expression softened with concern.

“You didn’t come home. I was worried.”

He turned the laptop so she could see the screen. “Were you?”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “What is that?”

“You tell me.”

She leaned in, and the audio file’s title blinked at her: meeting_log_10_27.wav. A faint sound escaped her—somewhere between a breath and a gasp. Her hand went to her mouth.

“Gage…”

He clicked play before she could say more. The room filled again with Ryan’s voice, her muffled reply, the sound of closeness that had become his nightmare. She tried to reach for the laptop, but he pulled it back, letting the file run for another few seconds before stopping it cold.

“I wanted to believe you,” he said quietly.

Her eyes shone under the pale light. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

“No,” he said, his voice steady now. “I wasn’t supposed to know.”

She shook her head, tears threatening but not falling. “You don’t understand what he does to people. How he manipulates⁠—”

“I understand perfectly,” Gage cut in. “You had a choice.”

She stepped back, her voice breaking. “I did this for us.”

He laughed once, humorless. “You did it for him.”

Her face crumpled, the fight draining out of her. “I didn’t mean to let it go that far.”

Gage’s throat tightened. “But you did.”

The air between them stilled. Machines hummed softly in the background, indifferent witnesses to the wreckage of their voices. Cheyanne wiped at her cheeks, smearing her mascara.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I can’t keep pretending.”

She looked around the empty office, then back at him. “Ryan’s destroying both of us, and you’re letting him win.”

Gage closed the laptop slowly, the screen going black. “Maybe he already has.”

He stood, pushing past her toward the door. She reached out but stopped herself, her hand hanging in midair.

“Gage,” she whispered, “please don’t hate me.”

He paused, his back to her. “I don’t,” he said. “I just don’t know how to love you anymore.”

Then he walked out, leaving her alone in the flickering half-light of the incubator. She stood there for a long time, staring at the dark laptop, her reflection fractured across its surface. The hum of the servers filled the silence, looping endlessly like the recording still waiting to play again.
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CONFESSION


Cheyanne didn’t come home that night.

The city was already gray when Gage finally left the incubator and walked aimlessly through streets he barely noticed. The sunrise stretched long shadows across glass towers, everything gleaming and sharp. He looked like a man still moving through the last hours of a bad dream, shirt wrinkled, hair disheveled, the faint weight of his laptop dragging his shoulder down.

When he reached the apartment, it was too quiet. Her things were still there—the coffee mug by the sink, her notebook on the counter—but the space felt stripped of her. He sat at the table, the glow from his laptop screen illuminating the same audio file he couldn’t stop replaying. Every time the recording reached Ryan’s voice, he closed it again, hating himself for needing to hear it one more time.

He didn’t notice the hours slipping by until his phone vibrated. A message from Cheyanne: We need to talk. Please meet me at the office.

He read it twice before grabbing his jacket.

When he arrived, Titan was nearly empty. The investor banners still hung in the lobby, remnants of the victory everyone else had celebrated. Cheyanne stood near the glass wall of the common area, hands clasped tightly in front of her. The look on her face wasn’t defensive anymore—it was grief, plain and simple.

“Thank you for coming,” she said softly.

He stopped several feet away. “I wasn’t sure if I should.”

“I didn’t know where else to go.”

Her voice wavered, fragile in the cavernous quiet. She looked exhausted, dark circles beneath her eyes, shoulders drawn inward like she was bracing for impact.

“Gage,” she said, “I listened to the recording too.”

His chest tightened. “And?”

Tears gathered in her eyes, but she didn’t look away. “I can’t excuse it. I thought I was in control, but I wasn’t. He made me believe that giving him what he wanted was the only way to protect everything we built.”

“Protect it from what?” Gage asked. “From failing? From being ordinary?”

“From being forgotten,” she whispered. “I was scared. Scared that if I didn’t give him what he wanted, he’d ruin us. You know what he’s capable of.”

Gage leaned against one of the tables, the weight of the past weeks settling like stone on his back. “You still had a choice.”

“I know.” She wiped at her cheek. “And I made the wrong one.”

He stared at her for a long time, watching the tremor in her hands. “You could’ve told me.”

“How?” she asked. “How do you tell the person you love that you let someone else cross that line? How do you even look at them after that?”

The silence that followed felt endless. The sound of rain against the windows filled the space between their words.

He finally said, “You look at them the way you’re doing right now.”

She blinked hard, then stepped closer. “I don’t expect you to forgive me.”

“Good,” he said. “Because I don’t know if I can.”

Her lip trembled, but she nodded. “I wouldn’t, either.”

He turned away, pacing once across the room. “Ryan wins either way. He got the company and he got inside your head.”

“No,” she said firmly. “He doesn’t get to win. I already told the board I’m leaving the project after the deal closes.”

Gage stopped. “You what?”

Her eyes steadied. “I can’t stay here. Not with him. Not after this.”

He searched her face for any trace of doubt. “And me?”

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I want you to hate me a little less someday.”

He walked to the window, the rain streaking down the glass like faint trails of light. “I don’t hate you.”

She exhaled. “Then what do you feel?”

“I feel empty.”

Cheyanne crossed the space between them and placed a hand on his arm, tentative, trembling. “You don’t have to stay.”

He looked at her hand, then at her. “Neither do you.”

They stood there like that for a while, the rain growing louder outside. When she finally stepped back, the distance between them felt permanent.

“I’m sorry, Gage,” she said quietly. “I really am.”

He nodded once, slow and weary. “I know.”

Cheyanne turned and walked toward the door. She paused just before leaving, glancing back over her shoulder, her voice barely audible. “Goodbye.”

When the door closed, the sound echoed through the empty incubator. Gage sank into one of the chairs, staring at the spot where she had stood. The rain outside turned into a downpour, drumming against the windows like a heartbeat gone mad.

He sat there until the lights flickered off automatically, leaving him in darkness with only the whisper of the storm to keep him company.
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The rain had stopped by the time Gage left Titan, though the streets still shimmered under the streetlights. The air carried that washed-clean smell that only came after a hard storm, but it did nothing to clear his head. Every step back toward the apartment felt heavier, like he was walking through the aftermath of something that couldn’t be undone.

He pushed open the door and was met by silence. The hum of the refrigerator, the faint tick of the clock—nothing else. He tossed his jacket onto a chair and stood in the middle of the room, staring at the things she’d left behind. Her notebook. The mug with her lipstick faint on the rim. A jacket draped over the back of the couch. They all looked like ghosts of an ordinary life that didn’t exist anymore.

The file on his laptop still sat open on the table, the waveform frozen in the same place he’d left it. He stared at it for a long time, then shut the lid gently. He didn’t need to hear it again. He didn’t need the proof anymore. The silence between them had become evidence enough.

Hours passed. The city outside brightened, the sound of traffic swelling again. Gage moved to the window, watching commuters blur past in streaks of motion. Somewhere out there, Cheyanne was making her exit—turning in her badge, signing the final paperwork that would pull her name off the company they’d built together. The thought hurt less than he expected. Maybe numbness was its own mercy.

When the knock came, it startled him. He almost didn’t open the door, afraid of seeing her again so soon. But when he did, it wasn’t Cheyanne standing there. It was Ryan.

The man looked the same as always—impeccable suit, calm eyes, that practiced grin that never quite reached them. “Gage,” he said, as if this were a social call. “Mind if I come in?”

Gage didn’t move at first. “What do you want?”

“Just a word.” Ryan stepped inside without waiting for permission. “I heard Cheyanne’s leaving Titan. Thought I should check in.”

“You knew already,” Gage said flatly. “You probably made it happen.”

Ryan smiled faintly. “You give me too much credit. People make their own choices.”

Gage folded his arms. “You don’t get to talk about choices.”

“Still blaming me?” Ryan asked, tilting his head. “That’s convenient.”

“You manipulated her.”

Ryan gave a small shrug. “She’s talented. Ambitious. I saw potential. That’s not manipulation—that’s mentorship.”

“You used her,” Gage said, voice rising. “And you broke her.”

Ryan’s expression hardened just slightly, the smooth veneer cracking for the first time. “You think I forced her? You think she didn’t see exactly what she was doing every step of the way? Don’t insult her like that.”

Gage stepped closer, his hands curling into fists. “Say her name again.”

Ryan met his stare, unflinching. “Cheyanne.”

For a moment, neither moved. The tension between them thickened, stretching to a dangerous point. Then Ryan smiled again, almost pitying. “You know what the real tragedy is? You’re still trying to make this about me. You think I’m the reason you lost her. But you lost her long before I ever walked into your little startup.”

Gage’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Get out.”

Ryan straightened his cuffs. “You’ll thank me someday. If not for me, she’d still be hiding behind your shadow.”

“Get out,” Gage repeated, louder this time.

Ryan lingered by the doorway, his grin fading. “You built something extraordinary, Gage. Don’t throw it away because you couldn’t control the woman who sold it.”

Gage moved forward fast enough that Ryan actually stepped back, hand on the door. “Last warning,” Gage said. “Leave.”

Ryan gave a small nod, as if conceding the point. “Good luck, genius.”

When he was gone, Gage stood there shaking. He pressed a hand against the door, breathing hard, trying to push the man’s voice out of his head. But Ryan’s words stuck, burrowing in deep.

You lost her long before I ever walked in.

He sank onto the couch, staring at the darkened window. The city had gone quiet again. He thought about Cheyanne’s face when she said goodbye, the way her voice broke when she said she was sorry.

Maybe she’d meant it. Maybe that was all that was left.

Gage leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and whispered into the stillness, “Goodbye, Chey.”

The word vanished into the empty room, absorbed by the hum of the city outside.
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The apartment looked almost empty without her. Gage had spent the day pacing through its narrow rooms, shutting blinds and opening them again, chasing thoughts that refused to settle. The company they had built together was suddenly too quiet—his inbox filled with automated messages instead of Cheyanne’s voice reminding him to take breaks or eat something. By the time dusk came, the sky was the color of worn steel, and the city outside his window blurred into a string of lights.

A small box sat on the table. She must have left it that morning, before her final meeting with the board. Inside were things he recognized immediately: a few old prototypes, a photograph of the two of them in the first week of Titan, her ring. He stared at it until his eyes burned.

When his phone rang, the sound startled him. Unknown number. He almost ignored it, but something made him answer.

“Gage?” It was Cheyanne. Her voice carried that same hesitant tremor from the night before.

“I didn’t expect to hear from you,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” she replied. “I just needed you to know it’s done. I’m out. They signed the papers. Ryan can have his empire.”

He exhaled, gripping the edge of the table. “What about you?”

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “I told them I needed time. Maybe I’ll start over somewhere quiet. I can’t stay in this city.”

“Where will you go?”

“Maybe home,” she said, almost to herself. “Back to the coast. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to see the ocean.”

He hesitated. “You could’ve told me you were leaving.”

“I thought it would be easier this way. Clean breaks hurt less.”

“They still hurt,” he said quietly.

She was silent for a long moment. “You deserved better than all of this.”

He looked out the window, the city fading into night. “We both did.”

“Do you hate me?” she asked.

He shook his head, even though she couldn’t see it. “No. I think I’m just tired.”

Her voice softened. “So am I.”

There was a small sound on the line, like the wind against her phone. He pictured her standing outside Titan for the last time, the night wind moving her hair, the same determination and fragility that had drawn him to her in the first place.

“I’ll send your things,” she said. “The prototypes. The investor contracts. It’s all yours.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” he said. “I just want the silence to stop.”

“It will,” she said, almost gently. “Someday.”

He didn’t know how long they stayed like that—neither speaking, the line alive only with breathing. When she finally said goodbye, her voice cracked on the word, and then she was gone.

Gage sat there for a while, phone still in his hand. The apartment felt larger now, the silence echoing through it like water in an empty shell. He reached for the small box again, running a thumb over the cool band of her ring. A strange calm settled over him, not peace exactly, but something close.

He walked to the window and opened it. The air was crisp, filled with the sound of traffic below, people moving on with their lives. He stood there until the lights blurred into a haze, until the steady noise of the city began to sound almost like forgiveness.
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THE DEMO DAY


The main hall of Titan hummed with the nervous energy of too many people crammed into a space that wasn’t built for stillness. Investors filled every row of chairs, their phones glowing like scattered stars. Cameras lined the back wall, flashes cutting through the air. A banner hung over the stage—DEMO DAY — THE FUTURE STARTS HERE.

Gage stood behind the curtain, holding a tablet that suddenly felt heavier than any laptop he’d ever built on. His heart knocked against his ribs in a rhythm that refused to calm. NeuralWeave’s logo flickered across the main screen, waiting for him to bring it to life. Somewhere in the rows beyond that curtain sat the people who could turn his code into a company—or into nothing.

Cheyanne was already on stage. She looked composed under the lights, posture straight, her hair catching the glow like copper. The silence that followed her introduction was total. Then her voice cut through it—steady, smooth, the voice of someone who had been born for this.

“Every great innovation starts with a simple idea,” she began. “Ours was connection.”

Her words moved like water. Gage had heard her say them a hundred times, but tonight they sounded different. Less performance, more confession. The crowd leaned forward as she spoke about empathy in technology, about the need to bridge human emotion with logic, about creating interfaces that felt alive.

When she gestured toward the side of the stage, it was Gage’s cue. He stepped out, the lights flaring hot against his skin. For a second, he couldn’t see anyone, only the endless sea of brightness. Then the applause started—a polite ripple that steadied him.

He forced himself to breathe. “Good afternoon,” he said, voice even. “Let’s see what NeuralWeave can do.”

The demo began. Lines of code became shape and motion on the massive screen behind him—patterns responding to sound, to rhythm, to the subtle emotional tones in Cheyanne’s speech. As she talked, the display shifted color, translating her voice into movement, her emotion into light. The crowd murmured. Someone in the front row whispered impressive.

Gage’s hands moved automatically across the interface, the system responding like a living thing. For a moment, he felt the same rush he’d known in the earliest days of building it—when it was just him, the code, and the dream of making something beautiful.

Cheyanne turned toward him mid-presentation, their eyes meeting briefly under the glare. There was something like pride there, but it was laced with sorrow. The connection lasted only a heartbeat before she looked back to the crowd.

When the final slide appeared, the applause came harder, louder, real. Ryan was in the front row, smiling, clapping slow, deliberate. The investors followed his lead. Gage could feel the vibration of approval through the floorboards.

“Thank you,” Cheyanne said into the mic. “We believe NeuralWeave will change how people connect—with technology, and with each other.”

The room stood as one. Cameras flashed. The two of them bowed slightly, side by side, the picture of a perfect partnership. Gage’s throat tightened at the irony.

When the applause faded, Ryan joined them on stage, his hand finding Cheyanne’s shoulder, guiding her forward for the photographers. His voice carried easily over the hum of the room. “This is what Titan is about. Vision. Grit. Partnership.”

Cheyanne smiled faintly, but her eyes found Gage again for just an instant. There was no triumph in them, only a quiet goodbye.

As Ryan steered her toward the cluster of investors, Gage slipped offstage, walking past the rows of seats, past the bright screens, past the sound of money changing hands. He reached the back exit and stopped, one hand against the doorframe. The noise behind him was a dull roar now, distant and hollow.

He looked back once at the stage—at Cheyanne shaking hands, Ryan’s arm guiding her through the crowd, the glowing logo of NeuralWeave pulsing like a heartbeat across the screen.

Then he pushed open the door and stepped into the sunlight.
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The reception after the presentation spilled into the atrium, a forest of glass and light where laughter echoed off high ceilings. Every team huddled with investors, their voices bright with relief. Waiters moved between them with champagne trays, the clinking of glasses forming its own rhythm.

Gage stood near the back, one hand buried in his pocket, watching from the edge. NeuralWeave had been declared the breakout success of the program, its pitch polished to near perfection. He could see Cheyanne across the room, smiling politely as people congratulated her. Every now and then she would nod, her expression calm, almost detached. The camera flashes kept finding her face.

Ryan hovered close by, the center of every orbit, his laugh carrying above the crowd. He looked like a man celebrating victory. When his hand brushed Cheyanne’s arm, Gage felt a dull weight settle in his chest. He told himself to leave, to let her have the spotlight, but his feet refused to move.

Someone clapped him on the shoulder—a short, older investor with silver hair and a sharp grin. “Brilliant work up there,” the man said. “You’re the architect, right? The mind behind NeuralWeave?”

“Yeah,” Gage answered. “That’s me.”

“Well, son, you built something special. Don’t lose it in all the noise.”

“I’ll try not to.”

The man nodded and drifted away, leaving Gage alone again. He turned toward the glass wall that looked out over the city. The view was breathtaking—tower lights flickering in rhythm with the distant pulse of traffic. He stared at it until he saw her reflection beside his own.

Cheyanne had stepped away from the crowd. She stood next to him, holding a glass of champagne she didn’t seem interested in drinking. “You vanished,” she said softly.

“I needed air,” he replied.

“Yeah,” she said, watching the city. “It gets loud in there.”

They stood side by side, neither speaking for a while. The music from inside muffled through the glass.

“They want to license the tech,” she said finally. “Ryan told me the numbers. It’s more than we ever thought we’d see.”

“That’s good,” he said. “You deserve it.”

Her voice wavered. “We deserve it.”

He shook his head slightly. “I don’t think there’s a ‘we’ anymore, Chey.”

She turned to face him. “Don’t say that. I never meant for it to end like this.”

He met her gaze, the exhaustion in his eyes deeper than any anger. “It didn’t end today. It ended a long time ago. Today just made it official.”

Her grip tightened on the glass. “I’m sorry.”

“I know,” he said. “You keep saying it.”

“I mean it.”

“I know that too.”

The reflection of the city lights trembled across the windowpane, casting broken patterns over their faces.

“Are you leaving Titan?” she asked.

“Yeah. I’ll finish the transition files and hand them off. Then I’m done.”

She nodded. “Where will you go?”

“Doesn’t matter. Somewhere that doesn’t echo.”

Cheyanne bit her lip, holding back whatever she wanted to say next. “You’ll build again,” she said finally. “It’s what you do.”

“And you’ll sell it,” he said, a faint smile tugging at his mouth.

She almost smiled back. “Maybe.”

For a moment, it felt like the space between them might close. Then Ryan’s voice called from across the atrium, loud and smooth. “Cheyanne! Investors want a photo!”

She flinched at the sound, then looked at Gage with eyes full of apology. “I should⁠—”

“Go,” he said gently. “They’re waiting.”

She hesitated, then nodded and walked back toward the crowd. Ryan slipped an arm around her as the cameras flashed again. Gage watched the scene through the reflection in the glass, her smile practiced, his confidence absolute.

He finished his drink and set the empty glass on the ledge. The reflection of NeuralWeave’s logo still pulsed faintly on one of the nearby screens. It looked beautiful, alive, but not his anymore.

He whispered, almost to himself, “You can keep it.”

Then he turned and walked away from the light, letting the sound of applause fade behind him.
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The city was quiet by the time the event ended. The after-party lights still pulsed faintly behind Titan’s glass façade, a hollow echo of celebration fading into the night. Gage sat alone on the front steps of the building, jacket discarded beside him, tie undone. The sky had cleared, leaving the stars sharp and distant—farther away than he could ever remember them looking.

Inside, he could still hear laughter. Ryan’s voice rose above the rest, smooth and magnetic, the sound of a man who had already claimed victory. Gage wondered how long it would take before everyone else realized that Ryan didn’t build anything—he consumed it. Every project, every person, folded neatly into his empire.

The doors opened behind him. Cheyanne stepped out, her heels clicking against the marble before stopping at the top of the steps. She’d changed out of her stage clothes, now wearing a simple black coat. Her hair was pinned back, and her eyes looked tired but clear.

“You left without saying goodbye,” she said softly.

Gage didn’t turn. “I didn’t think there was anything left to say.”

She came down the steps, stopping a few feet behind him. “You were brilliant today.”

He gave a dry laugh. “You make it sound like it matters.”

“It does,” she said. “At least, it should.”

He looked up at her then. “It used to. Before all of this.”

The wind caught her hair, pulling a few strands free. “I didn’t know how to fix it, Gage.”

“You didn’t have to,” he said quietly. “You just had to stop breaking it.”

She flinched, but didn’t look away. “You think I wanted any of this?”

“I think you wanted to win,” he said. “And you did.”

The silence between them stretched thin. She moved closer, her voice almost a whisper. “I told Ryan I’m leaving Titan.”

“I know,” he said. “He’ll replace you before the week’s over.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I don’t want to be part of it anymore.”

Gage studied her face. “What do you want, Chey?”

She looked down, her hands tightening around the edges of her coat. “I want to remember what it felt like before we lost everything.”

He stood slowly, facing her fully now. The reflection of the building lights danced in her eyes, and for a second he saw the woman from those first nights of building NeuralWeave, back when success had still felt like hope instead of a cost.

“Maybe it’s too late for that,” he said. “But I still remember.”

She stepped forward until she was close enough that he could smell the faint trace of her perfume. “You’ll build again,” she said softly. “Something new. Something better.”

He nodded. “Maybe. But not here.”

She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small flash drive, pressing it into his hand. “The source code,” she said. “Everything. It’s yours.”

He looked down at it, the weight of it small but heavy. “Why give this to me?”

“Because you’re the one who made it mean something,” she said. “And I can’t carry it anymore.”

He slipped it into his pocket, his fingers brushing hers. “Goodbye, Chey.”

Tears welled in her eyes, but she smiled. “Goodbye, Gage.”

She turned and walked away, her figure fading into the city lights until she disappeared at the corner. He watched until she was gone, the silence settling again like dust.

When he finally looked back at the building, NeuralWeave’s logo still glowed faintly on the big screen inside. It pulsed in rhythmic light, beating like a heart that didn’t know it was dying. He stared at it one last time, then turned and walked into the darkness, the flash drive warm in his pocket.
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THE OFFER


The next morning arrived gray and slow, the kind of morning where even the light seemed reluctant to show itself. The storm from the night before had washed the city clean, but it hadn’t taken anything with it. Gage woke on the couch, his back sore, his mind still full of the last thing he’d seen—Cheyanne’s silhouette walking away, swallowed by the streetlights. For a long time, he didn’t move. The hum of the refrigerator and the low growl of traffic below were the only sounds in the apartment.

When his phone buzzed, he ignored it the first time. It buzzed again, then again. Finally, he dragged himself upright and looked at the screen. Unknown number, but the message was clear enough:

Need to meet. Titan HQ. One hour. —R

Gage stared at it for a long time, thumb hovering over the delete icon. He could almost hear Ryan’s smooth voice behind the text, that casual authority that had pulled people into orbit for years. He should have deleted it. Instead, he grabbed his jacket.

Titan’s offices felt hollow without the usual noise of teams and clattering keyboards. The demo day banners still hung limp in the atrium, half-peeled at the corners. When he stepped off the elevator on the top floor, the place smelled faintly of whiskey and polish. Ryan was waiting in his office, back turned, looking out over the skyline.

“You came,” Ryan said, voice even, carrying across the room like a calm blade.

“Curiosity,” Gage said. “It’ll kill me one of these days.”

Ryan turned, smiling faintly. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s the thing that keeps you interesting.”

The man looked impossibly composed—no hangover, no exhaustion, no sign of the pressure that had cracked everyone else. His tie was gone, the cuffs of his shirt rolled just so. The image of ease, the illusion of control.

“What do you want?” Gage asked, staying by the door.

Ryan gestured toward the empty chair across from his desk. “Sit. Let’s talk like civilized people.”

“I didn’t come here to talk.”

“You will,” Ryan said, that grin widening just slightly. “You always do.”

Gage didn’t sit. “Cheyanne’s gone. She left you her resignation.”

Ryan nodded once. “She told me.”

“She’s done with you. With this.”

Ryan poured himself a drink from the decanter on the sideboard, the amber liquid catching the light. “And yet here you are.”

Gage’s jaw tightened. “Say what you came to say.”

Ryan turned, glass in hand. “I’m offering you something. Partnership. The company’s about to explode in value. I need someone who understands the core tech. You built the bones, Gage. You and I could take it global.”

Gage laughed, the sound short and bitter. “You mean you need someone to make it look legitimate.”

Ryan’s gaze didn’t flicker. “Call it whatever you want. You know how this world works. Winners adapt. The rest… disappear.”

“And Cheyanne?” Gage asked quietly. “She was just one of the rest?”

Ryan took a slow sip. “She was useful. Charismatic. She believed in what we were building until she didn’t.”

“You broke her,” Gage said. “You turned everything we built into something ugly.”

Ryan set the glass down carefully, the sound precise. “I didn’t break her. You did. You put her in a box she couldn’t breathe in. I just showed her what freedom felt like.”

The words hit hard, too close to truths Gage didn’t want to examine. He stepped closer to the desk, his voice low. “You’re not freedom. You’re rot dressed in ambition.”

Ryan smiled again, unbothered. “And yet I’m the one offering you a future.”

Gage stared at him, at the man who had dismantled everything and still looked like he’d won. For a long moment, he said nothing. The city light washed the room in gray and gold, making Ryan look like a ghost against the window.

Finally, Gage shook his head. “Keep your future.”

He turned to leave, but Ryan’s voice followed him. “You’ll regret that.”

Gage paused at the door, looking back once. “Maybe. But at least it’ll be mine.”

He left the office without another word, the echo of his footsteps filling the hallway. Behind him, Ryan didn’t move. He just watched through the glass as Gage disappeared down the corridor, the skyline stretching endlessly behind him.

Outside, the air smelled of rain and metal. Gage stood for a moment under the building’s awning, hands deep in his pockets, the world unfolding around him. For the first time in months, he didn’t feel trapped by it. He turned toward the street, the flash drive heavy in his pocket, and started walking with no destination in mind—just forward.
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The apartment was dim when Gage returned, the kind of gray light that blurred the edges of everything. He’d walked for hours after leaving Titan, his legs aching, his thoughts an unbroken loop of Ryan’s words. The rain had started again—soft, unhurried—and he was soaked through by the time he pushed the door open.

The place smelled of old coffee and dust. Cheyanne’s things were still scattered about, but now they looked like artifacts from another life: her notebook, the faint imprint of her ring on the nightstand, a half-empty bottle of wine on the counter. Gage tossed his jacket onto the couch and stood in the doorway, the quiet pressing in on him.

He took the flash drive from his pocket and set it on the table. Its small, metallic weight seemed to fill the entire room. For a long while, he just stared at it, wondering what it meant now. He could rebuild NeuralWeave from this single object, take Ryan’s empire apart line by line. Or he could destroy it, end everything they had ever made.

A knock at the door broke the silence. It was light at first, then firmer. He hesitated before opening it.

Cheyanne stood in the hall, hood pulled over her damp hair, her eyes red from the cold—or maybe something else. She looked smaller without the sharp polish she wore at Titan, the exhaustion showing through.

“Can I come in?” she asked softly.

He stepped aside. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I know.” She brushed rain from her sleeve. “I needed to see you one more time.”

He closed the door behind her. “Ryan offered me a partnership.”

Her breath caught. “You didn’t take it.”

“Of course not.”

She nodded slowly, relief and guilt mixing in her eyes. “He called me this morning. Said you turned him down.”

“Let him think I did it out of pride,” Gage said. “It doesn’t matter. I won’t build anything with him again.”

Cheyanne walked to the table, eyes falling on the flash drive. “You kept it.”

“I thought about throwing it in the river,” he said. “But it’s all that’s left.”

She touched it lightly, tracing the edge with her thumb. “Then maybe it’s the only part worth saving.”

He studied her face, the lines of exhaustion that hadn’t been there before. “What will you do now?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I might go back home for a while. I need quiet. I need to remember who I was before all of this.”

“You think you can?”

“I have to try.”

He sat down, elbows resting on his knees. “Ryan won’t stop. He’ll turn NeuralWeave into something it was never meant to be.”

“I know,” she said. “But he can’t build what you built without you. He doesn’t understand it the way you do.”

Gage looked up at her. “He understands people better than I ever did.”

Cheyanne shook her head. “No. He manipulates them. You saw them. That’s the difference.”

The rain outside thickened, the rhythm of it steady against the windows. She moved to the couch and sat beside him, close enough that he could feel the heat of her shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered again.

“I know,” he said quietly. “I’m tired of hating you for it.”

They sat like that for a while, the silence between them not cruel this time, just heavy. She leaned her head against the back of the couch, eyes closed, breathing slow.

When she finally stood, he didn’t move to stop her. “You’ll be okay,” he said.

“So will you,” she replied.

She walked to the door and paused. “Gage… you should keep building. Whatever comes next, don’t let this be the end.”

He gave a small nod. “Goodbye, Chey.”

“Goodbye.”

When she was gone, the air in the room shifted. He looked at the flash drive again, picking it up and rolling it between his fingers. The rain’s reflection shimmered across its metal surface, like faint code running behind glass.

He opened his laptop and slid the drive into the port. The screen flared to life, lines of familiar script filling the display—his work, her words in the comments, their fingerprints on every line.

For the first time in a long time, he didn’t feel lost. He just felt still. He placed his hands on the keyboard and began to type, rewriting the code, reclaiming it line by line as the storm kept rhythm outside.
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Morning bled into noon before Gage realized he hadn’t slept. The rain had finally stopped, leaving the air heavy with quiet. The city outside looked washed raw—silver clouds hung low, skyscrapers dulled to soft gray. He sat at the table, laptop open, the code still alive on the screen. The glow of it lit his face as his fingers moved, steady and deliberate, rewriting, reclaiming.

The apartment was silent except for the soft clatter of keys. Hours slipped away unnoticed, replaced by rhythm and focus. The new version of NeuralWeave was taking shape line by line. It wasn’t about profit or perfection anymore—it was about cleansing the rot that had grown around it. He stripped out every trace of Titan’s signature, replaced it with clean, honest architecture.

By midafternoon, the clouds thinned. Sunlight edged through the window, spreading across the table. It caught on the rim of a coffee mug, on the flash drive, on the dust motes spinning slow circles in the air. Gage leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes. He was bone-tired but clearer than he’d been in weeks. The ache in his chest hadn’t gone away, but it had changed. It was quieter now, almost manageable.

A quiet chime broke the silence—the email notification he’d been waiting for and dreading all at once. The subject line read: Offer finalized — Titan Group acquisition terms.

He opened it. Ryan’s name was at the bottom of the message, smooth as ever. Titan had officially bought NeuralWeave’s intellectual property. Every line of his old code was now theirs. The payout was generous, obscene even, but it meant nothing.

Gage closed the email without reading the rest.

He looked down at his screen. His new code—the clean one—blinked at him, a half-finished framework full of promise. It didn’t belong to Titan. It didn’t belong to anyone yet. He smiled faintly and saved the file under a new name: NeuralSeed.

Outside, the city began to wake again—honking cars, footsteps, the distant wail of a siren blending into the white noise of life continuing. He went to the window and pushed it open. The wind rolled in, cool and damp, carrying the smell of wet asphalt. Below, people moved like rivers between traffic lights, unaware of the man watching from above.

He thought of Cheyanne. The last look she’d given him, the way her voice had softened when she’d told him to keep building. He wondered where she was now—maybe on a train heading west, maybe already at the coast watching the waves crash against the rocks. He hoped she’d found quiet.

Ryan would continue to thrive. Titan would make NeuralWeave into a corporate machine, polish it into something sterile and hollow. Let them. The world was full of borrowed victories.

Gage turned back to the table, his eyes on the open laptop. The cursor blinked patiently, waiting. He sat down and began typing again, lines of fresh code spilling across the screen. Each one was a small act of defiance, a promise that he could still make something real.

Hours passed like minutes. The light shifted from gold to orange, then to blue. When the sun finally dipped behind the skyline, he leaned back and exhaled, the smallest smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

For the first time since Titan, the silence around him didn’t feel empty. It felt like space—room to build, to breathe, to start again.

He closed the laptop and stood, stretching, the faint ache in his back grounding him in the moment. The city lights flickered to life one by one. The world outside kept turning, indifferent and infinite.

Gage walked to the window, resting his hand on the cool glass. The reflection that stared back wasn’t the hollow-eyed man from before; it was someone stripped down, unfinished, but alive.

He whispered to the city, to the code, to the quiet hum of machines around him.

“Let’s begin again.”
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THE SPIRAL


The weeks that followed slid by in uneven rhythm, each one spilling into the next until Gage couldn’t tell what day it was anymore. NeuralSeed had begun to take shape—slowly, quietly—but its growth was nothing like the feverish rise of NeuralWeave. He worked alone now, his code accompanied only by the hum of his machines and the pulse of music low in his headphones.

At first, the solitude felt like a clean slate. Then it started to blur around the edges. Some nights he’d catch himself glancing at the second chair beside his desk, the one Cheyanne used to occupy, and he’d imagine her leaning there again, reading lines of his code aloud just to hear how it sounded. The room would flicker with her ghost, and he’d have to step outside for air.

The city had grown brighter since the Titan deal, banners with NeuralWeave’s sleek logo decorating bus stops and billboards. Gage saw it everywhere now, his creation stripped of its humanity, turned into a product line. Every advertisement carried Ryan’s name. Blackwell Technologies Presents NeuralWeave AI—Revolutionizing Human Empathy.

He couldn’t decide if the irony made him want to laugh or smash the nearest screen.

One afternoon, while pushing through another twelve-hour session, a knock came at his door. Sharp. Intentional. He froze, hands hovering over the keyboard. He wasn’t expecting anyone. When he opened it, a courier stood there, holding a slim envelope.

“Delivery for Gage Morgan,” the man said.

Gage signed for it, waited until the footsteps faded down the hall, then broke the seal. Inside was a simple letter on Titan stationery. The first line made his throat tighten.

I thought you should see what he’s doing with it. —C.

Folded inside was a single-page printout: a press release. Ryan’s next project launch—NeuralWeave 2.0, scheduled for three months from now. Its headline boasted integration with new emotional mapping algorithms—patterns Gage recognized instantly. They were his updates, his cleaned lines of code. The ones he’d written after leaving Titan.

For a few seconds, he could only stare. Then he dropped the paper on the table, the edges curling slightly under the faint heat from his laptop.

He tried to breathe, but his chest felt tight. Ryan had access to his system somehow. Maybe through an old Titan network key, maybe through someone who had watched him long enough to find the cracks. It didn’t matter. The theft was already done.

He opened his computer, scanning every directory, tracing every port. The logs confirmed it—data had been pulled remotely three nights ago. Someone had mirrored his drive and extracted the latest build.

The realization settled in slow, cold waves. He wasn’t free of Titan. He was still tethered. Still bleeding out pieces of himself into the machine he’d tried to escape.

Anger flooded through him, sharp and electric. He slammed the laptop shut and leaned back, forcing a long breath. Across the room, the faint glow from the window caught the reflection of the Titan tower in the distance—its glass panels shining like a beacon of ownership.

For a long time he just watched it, his pulse matching the flicker of its lights. Then he stood, grabbed his jacket, and shoved the stolen press release into his pocket.

The rain had started again when he stepped outside, soft at first, then heavier. Each drop hit the pavement with the kind of precision that made it sound rhythmic, purposeful. He turned his collar up and started walking toward downtown, the Titan building looming ahead, its spire cutting through the clouds like a blade.

By the time he reached the base, the lobby lights glowed pale gold, reflected in the puddles like fractured glass. He stopped just beyond the security gate, water dripping from his hair, his breath visible in the chilled air.

He could almost see Ryan upstairs, a drink in his hand, smiling that same lazy, victorious smile.

“Not yet,” Gage muttered, voice low and even. “You don’t get the last word.”

He turned and walked back into the rain, already planning.
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The apartment had taken on a life of its own—a quiet hum beneath the rain outside, filled with the electric pulse of machines running longer than they should. Gage had spent the night tearing through code, following invisible threads buried deep within his network. The glow of his monitors painted everything a sickly blue, reflecting off the glass of half-drained coffee cups. He barely blinked as lines of script scrolled past, hunting for the breach that had gutted his work.

Hours in, he found it—a remote access protocol embedded like a parasite in his base framework. Old Titan encryption, slick and deliberate. It had been buried too carefully to be random. Only one person at Titan had the authority to push a backdoor that deep.

Ryan.

Gage leaned back in his chair, muscles stiff, fingers twitching from too much caffeine. The realization wasn’t a surprise, but it burned anyway. He stared at the string of code on the screen—a silent fingerprint—and felt a chill. Ryan hadn’t just taken his work. He had planned for this from the beginning. Every line of NeuralSeed existed under a shadow of ownership that wasn’t supposed to exist.

A flash of lightning cut across the sky, washing the room white for an instant. The sound followed a second later, low and rolling, as though the city itself was answering him. He pushed his hair back, exhaling through clenched teeth. He could almost hear Ryan’s voice in the back of his mind, calm and mocking: You’ll regret that.

A knock at the door broke through the hum of the storm. Two sharp raps. Gage froze, pulse quickening. He waited, hoping it would stop, but it came again.

When he opened the door, the hallway light spilled in, bright and cold. A man stood there in a Titan security jacket—broad-shouldered, mid-forties, eyes flat and professional.

“Mr. Morgan,” the man said. “Mr. Blackwell sent me to deliver a message.”

Gage’s hand tightened on the doorknob. “He can send it by email like a normal person.”

The man didn’t blink. “He prefers discretion.”

The envelope in the guard’s hand was sealed with Titan’s crest. Gage hesitated, then took it. The paper was heavy, expensive. When he looked up again, the man was already halfway down the hall, boots echoing off the concrete.

He shut the door, the envelope slick in his fingers. For a moment, he just stared at it, the embossed logo catching the light. Then he tore it open.

Inside was a single card printed on black stock. White lettering.

Let’s stop pretending this is about principle. You want what’s yours. I’ll give it to you. Titan Tower. Midnight.

No signature, but it didn’t need one.

He dropped the card on the table, pacing the room. Midnight. The timing was theatrical—Ryan’s favorite kind of move. He wanted control of the board again, to pull Gage into another of his games.

Gage looked at the laptop still glowing on the desk. The stolen code stared back at him, every line tainted by Ryan’s intrusion. He knew what would happen if he went. He also knew what would happen if he didn’t.

He poured the last of the cold coffee into a mug and drank it anyway. The bitterness grounded him. His reflection in the window looked harder now, older than the man who’d started NeuralWeave.

By the time the rain slowed to a mist, he had made his decision. He slipped the flash drive into his pocket, zipped his jacket, and killed the lights. The apartment went dark behind him.

Down on the street, the puddles caught the neon reflections of passing cars. The city breathed around him, restless and endless. Titan Tower rose in the distance, its upper floors still glowing faint gold, like a signal sent just for him.

As he started walking, the streetlights flickered overhead, and the hum of the storm receded into the distance. His steps echoed on wet pavement—measured, certain, every one pulling him closer to the man who had stolen his work, his company, and maybe the last part of himself he still recognized.

[image: ]


The streets bled with reflected light, each puddle a mirror catching fragments of neon. Gage reached Titan Tower just before midnight. The rain had thinned to a whisper, leaving the air heavy, metallic. The building rose above him like a monument to arrogance, its glass façade shimmering with the ghostly blue of its logo. Inside, only the lobby lights were still on—soft gold and endless.

The security guard behind the desk didn’t ask questions. Maybe he’d been told not to. He simply nodded toward the elevators, eyes blank. Gage stepped inside, pressing for the top floor. As the doors closed, the hum of the motor filled the silence, climbing floor by floor through the hollow core of Titan’s empire.

When the doors opened, Ryan was waiting.

The office was just as he remembered—clean lines, dim lighting, an expanse of glass that framed the entire city below. A bottle of whiskey sat open on the table beside two glasses. Ryan leaned against the edge of his desk, jacket off, sleeves rolled.

“Right on time,” he said, smiling. “I knew you would come.”

Gage took a step forward. “You have something of mine.”

Ryan gestured to the glass wall, the city lights spreading beneath them like circuitry. “You see that view? This is what you built. The whole city’s talking about NeuralWeave again. You should be proud.”

“You stole my code,” Gage said.

“I used it,” Ryan corrected. “You left your system exposed. I took advantage. It’s what any good businessman would do.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Gage said. “You’re not a businessman—you’re a parasite.”

Ryan poured two drinks, setting one on the desk in front of him. “You’re angry. I understand. But think rationally. You’ve written the next evolution of your tech. Titan can give it reach. I’m offering you the same deal as before. Come back. Run it with me.”

Gage stared at him. “You don’t get it. It’s not yours to offer.”

Ryan took a slow sip of whiskey, his eyes sharp above the rim of the glass. “Everything’s mine once I decide to own it.”

The silence thickened between them, humming with the faint sound of the building’s systems. Gage’s reflection stared back at him from the glass wall—a man standing next to the shadow of his own creation.

“You broke everything that made NeuralWeave worth building,” Gage said. “It was supposed to connect people. You turned it into a mirror for your ego.”

Ryan laughed softly. “And people love mirrors. They’ll buy whatever shows them their best reflection.”

Gage stepped closer. “Cheyanne saw through you. She left because she realized you can’t create. You can only consume.”

Ryan’s smile faded. “Careful.”

“You think you’re invincible, but all you’ve built is rot,” Gage continued, voice steady now. “And rot spreads.”

For a long moment, Ryan said nothing. Then he set his glass down with deliberate calm. “You sound like a man trying to convince himself he’s not obsolete. You can walk away, Gage. Take the money. Start over. Or you can stay here and let your bitterness eat what’s left of you.”

Gage reached into his jacket and pulled out the flash drive. “You want this?”

Ryan’s eyes flicked toward it, a small gleam of interest breaking through the mask.

“This is the new build,” Gage said. “The clean one. You don’t have it yet.”

“Then give it to me,” Ryan said quietly.

Gage smiled faintly. “No.”

He walked toward the wall of glass. The city stretched below him, alive and endless. He held the flash drive between his fingers, feeling its smooth weight.

Ryan’s voice hardened. “You’re bluffing.”

Gage looked back over his shoulder. “You said I’d regret walking away. You were wrong.”

Before Ryan could move, Gage pulled open the narrow maintenance panel beside the window—Titan’s design flaw he’d noticed years ago—and slid the flash drive into the building’s main control port. The monitors on the wall flickered, code cascading across them in quick succession.

“What did you do?” Ryan demanded.

Gage watched the lines scroll faster, his voice calm. “I set it free. Every version. Every copy. The entire source tree is going live. It belongs to everyone now.”

Ryan’s eyes widened. “You can’t⁠—”

“I already did,” Gage said.

He stepped back as the screens filled with streaming text—the architecture of NeuralWeave, NeuralSeed, all of it uploading to the public domain. The lights in the office dimmed, flickered, then stabilized. The hum of the servers filled the air like the echo of a heartbeat.

Ryan lunged toward the terminal, but it was too late. The upload was complete.

“You just destroyed yourself,” Ryan hissed.

Gage turned for the elevator, the city lights flashing behind him. “No,” he said. “I finally finished what I started.”

He didn’t look back as the doors closed. The elevator hummed softly, carrying him downward through the tower he’d once dreamed of conquering. Outside, the rain had returned, but this time it felt different—less like punishment, more like release.

By the time he stepped out onto the street, his clothes were soaked, his hair plastered to his forehead. He didn’t care. Somewhere above him, Ryan’s empire was burning bright with the light of a thousand stolen lines of code returning to their rightful place.

Gage tilted his face up toward the rain and let it fall.
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THE COLLAPSE


The storm had broken by morning, leaving Titan Tower standing hollow and silent against a washed-out sky. The city still pulsed below, unaware that something inside its tallest building had unraveled overnight. Screens that once displayed NeuralWeave’s immaculate logo now flashed static, faint blue pulses that stuttered and died in intervals.

Gage stood across the street, coffee cooling in his hand, staring at the building that had swallowed years of his life. A line of journalists waited near the front entrance, their umbrellas forming a patchwork of colors. The security guards looked harried, fielding questions about “data leaks” and “global code exposure.” A few meters away, a protester held a sign that read Knowledge belongs to everyone.

He watched the scene unfold quietly. The city would take days, maybe weeks, to realize what had really happened—that NeuralWeave, Titan’s crown jewel, was now open source. The frameworks were already flooding online, shared and mirrored by thousands of users across the world. It was alive in ways Ryan would never be able to contain.

Across the plaza, a familiar figure emerged from the building’s glass doors. Ryan looked diminished without the spotlight, his suit rumpled, his hair slicked back in hurried frustration. He barked something at an assistant, then turned to face the crowd. Cameras flashed, capturing his expression—a man trying to look composed while the empire behind him burned down in silence.

Gage couldn’t help it. He smiled.

He turned and started walking, the city waking up around him. His phone buzzed in his pocket—messages from old colleagues, tech journalists, even former investors. All asking the same thing: Was it you?

He didn’t answer any of them.

A few blocks away, he ducked into a café he used to visit during the early Titan days. The air smelled of cinnamon and espresso, grounding him in a way the tower never could. The barista glanced at him curiously, clearly recognizing his face from the newsfeed playing on the mounted television. He didn’t confirm anything. He just ordered another coffee and took a seat by the window.

Outside, the rainwater ran in quick silver rivulets along the curb. Pedestrians hurried past, some of them holding tablets displaying live coverage of the Titan breach. Global code release sends markets into chaos, one headline read. Another: NeuralWeave liberated by unknown source.

He watched for a while, the corner of his mouth curving slightly at the phrasing—liberated, not stolen.

A soft chime broke through the low café hum. He pulled out his phone. One new message. No name attached, just an unfamiliar number.

You did it. They can’t touch it now. —C

He stared at it for a moment before typing a reply.

Where are you?

The dots appeared, then disappeared, then reappeared again before a response came.

Somewhere quiet. Somewhere by the water.

He imagined her there—wind in her hair, the salt sting of the sea softening everything. For the first time in a long time, the thought didn’t hurt.

Gage typed one last message. Take care of yourself. Then he set the phone down, screen dark.

The café was filling up now, the morning crowd buzzing with the electricity of rumor. Someone nearby laughed, saying, “Did you see it? It’s everywhere. Anyone can use it.”

Gage finished his coffee, stood, and slipped his hands into his pockets. The flash drive was gone—left inside Titan’s system where it belonged, the keystone of everything that had once defined him. He stepped out into the street, the air sharp with the scent of wet pavement.

The sun was trying to break through the cloud cover, thin rays catching the edges of glass and steel. He looked up, squinting into the light. The city had moved on without him, but for the first time, he didn’t feel like he was chasing it.

He took a slow breath, the kind that reached deep enough to touch something close to peace, and started walking again. The world ahead felt uncertain, uncharted, but open.
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By afternoon, the city had begun to tremble under the weight of what had happened. Stock tickers scrolled in frantic red across building façades, news drones circling Titan Tower like vultures. Every headline was a variation on the same truth—NeuralWeave source code released globally; Titan faces investigation.

Inside the tower, chaos reigned. The pristine glass corridors that once hummed with quiet efficiency were now filled with voices raised in panic. Analysts dumped data drives into boxes, engineers argued over what could be salvaged. Half the screens showed flickering code fragments, the other half broadcast live news coverage of the collapse.

Ryan stood in his office, the curtains open wide. The skyline was gray again, the kind of gray that carried no promise of rain, only fatigue. He had spent the morning on calls—damage control, legal teams, the board—but even his voice had begun to fray. The empire he’d built on dominance and charm was crumbling faster than he could spin it.

A soft knock sounded at the door. His assistant, a young man with eyes too nervous to meet his, stepped inside.

“Sir, the press is still downstairs. They’re demanding a statement.”

Ryan turned toward him, hands in his pockets. “Tell them I’m preparing one.”

“You’ve said that three times.”

“Then tell them a fourth.”

The assistant nodded quickly and vanished.

When the door closed, Ryan sank into his chair. His reflection in the glass looked thinner, older. The mask he’d worn for years—calm, invincible, self-assured—had slipped just enough for the truth beneath it to show.

He turned to his desk. A small, sleek tablet sat there, open to the live feed of NeuralWeave’s open repository. Thousands of users around the world were accessing it—copying, editing, expanding. The comments scrolled faster than he could read them.

Thanks to whoever freed this.

This will change everything.

The code belongs to us now.

Ryan’s jaw tightened. It was his empire dissolving line by line, but he couldn’t look away. The more he watched, the more it became clear that this wasn’t destruction—it was replication. Gage hadn’t just stolen his power. He’d multiplied it beyond control.

The door opened again, but this time it wasn’t the assistant.

Cheyanne stood there, rain still clinging to her coat. For a moment, neither spoke. She stepped inside, eyes sweeping across the disarray. “You look smaller,” she said quietly.

Ryan gave a faint laugh, more air than sound. “You came to gloat?”

“I came to watch what happens when everything you built stops belonging to you.”

He studied her, leaning back in his chair. “You think he won? Gage doesn’t have control of it either. He just set fire to something we can’t put out.”

“That’s the point,” she said. “It was never meant to be controlled.”

Ryan stood, walking toward the window. “You sound like him now.”

“I finally understand him,” she said. “And I finally see you for what you are.”

He turned, eyes cold. “I gave you everything.”

“No,” she said. “You took everything and convinced us it was a gift.”

For the first time, he looked uncertain. The charm faltered, replaced by something raw. “You could stay. We could rebuild.”

Cheyanne shook her head. “You’ll rebuild the same thing and call it new. That’s what you do.”

She turned to leave, pausing at the door. “When you look at that code, I want you to remember that you’re the only one who can’t use it anymore.”

Her footsteps echoed down the hall. Ryan stared after her until the sound faded, then faced the window again. The city sprawled beneath him, full of lights flickering on as dusk approached. Somewhere out there, Gage was watching the same skyline, both of them seeing it differently now.

Ryan pressed his hand against the glass, his reflection blurring with the city lights. “You didn’t destroy me,” he murmured to the empty room. “You just made me harder to kill.”

But even as he said it, the words sounded hollow. The screen behind him flickered one last time, the repository numbers climbing higher—millions of downloads, countless mirrors. NeuralWeave was beyond reach now, untamed, infinite.

And for the first time in years, Ryan Blackwell had no one left to command.
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The evening was unnervingly calm after the storm of the day before. The city had a muted hum, as though even its endless motion had slowed to absorb what had happened. From a distance, Titan Tower still stood, but it no longer gleamed like before—its once-luminous crown now flickered with uneven light, every pulse a reminder of a system failing to reboot.

Gage sat on a bench by the waterfront, the river stretching out before him like a dark ribbon stitched with reflections of streetlights. He hadn’t planned to come here; his feet had simply carried him to the water. The city’s skyline lay behind him now, fractured in the ripples, bending and breaking across the current. He breathed in the damp air, the scent of salt and steel, and felt something loosen in his chest that he hadn’t realized was clenched.

Across the river, a group of kids had gathered under a bridge, their laughter cutting through the stillness. One of them held up a tablet, the soft glow lighting their faces. He could see the NeuralWeave interface running across the screen. They were experimenting with it, the shapes and sounds of the program flowing in ways that looked both familiar and alien. It wasn’t his code anymore; it was everyone’s now. It was alive, mutating, becoming. The thought didn’t fill him with anger—it filled him with awe.

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and let the sound of the river drown out the rest of the world. Behind him, life went on: traffic, the distant cry of a train, the whisper of conversation from people walking along the path. For the first time, those noises didn’t feel like background static; they felt like proof that things kept moving.

A hand rested lightly on his shoulder.

He turned, startled, and there she was—Cheyanne. She stood half in shadow, hair wind-tossed, a soft smile playing at the corner of her mouth. The coat she wore was the same one from the day she left Titan, though now it looked almost weightless on her.

“I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me,” she said.

He looked back toward the water, then at her again. “I didn’t think I would. But I’m glad you’re here.”

She sat beside him, folding her hands in her lap. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The only sound was the gentle slap of water against the embankment.

“I saw the tower on the news,” she said finally. “They’re saying it’s over for Titan.”

“It is,” he said. “At least for Ryan.”

She nodded slowly. “You set it free.”

He gave a small, tired laugh. “That’s one way to put it.”

They watched the kids on the other side of the river as they continued to experiment with the open code, laughter echoing over the water.

Cheyanne’s voice was soft. “That’s what we wanted, isn’t it? For it to mean something beyond us?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I just didn’t know it would feel this quiet afterward.”

“Quiet isn’t bad,” she said. “Sometimes it’s the only way to hear what’s next.”

He looked at her, the lines of exhaustion still visible around her eyes but softened by the way she smiled. “What’s next for you?”

“I’m leaving the city,” she said. “I think I need to see the world again before I decide where I belong.”

He nodded. “That sounds right.”

She glanced at him. “And you?”

He tilted his head, watching the play of light across the water. “I’ll keep building. Something smaller this time. Something that doesn’t need to be perfect.”

Her smile deepened. “You were never meant to stop.”

They sat there until the city lights began to blur together, until the chill of the night crept in. When she finally stood, he didn’t try to stop her. She turned to him, her eyes reflecting the lights of the river.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For giving it back to the world.”

He didn’t answer. She touched his shoulder once, gently, then walked away down the path. Her figure grew smaller, fading into the spill of streetlight until she was gone.

Gage looked back at the water. The kids had left. The river kept moving, endless and indifferent. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small scrap of paper—an old schematic sketch from the early NeuralWeave days, crumpled and faded. He tore it in half, let the pieces fall into the river, and watched them drift apart.

When he finally stood, the wind off the water caught his jacket, cool and clean. He turned toward the city again, the skyline trembling faintly in the mist. The weight of everything—loss, ambition, betrayal—felt distant now, like a story he’d already finished telling.

He started walking back toward the lights, his steps steady, the city’s heartbeat aligning with his own.
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THE QUIET CODE


Dawn slid over the city in slow gradients, the kind of pale light that made glass shimmer and asphalt look almost silver. Gage had been awake for hours, sitting at the small desk in his apartment, the window cracked open to let in the early chill. The noise outside was softer now—fewer sirens, fewer engines. The world seemed to have exhaled after everything that had come apart.

His laptop screen glowed faintly against the gray morning, displaying lines of the new framework he’d been shaping—an idea born from everything that had gone wrong. This wasn’t NeuralWeave. It wasn’t NeuralSeed. This was something else, stripped of ownership and ego. The code was simpler, more deliberate, shaped to grow and change without anyone needing to claim it. He wasn’t building a product anymore; he was building a conversation that could continue without him.

A knock came at the door. It wasn’t sharp or demanding, just hesitant. Gage frowned, pushing away from the desk. When he opened the door, a courier stood in the hall, holding a small cardboard box sealed with plain tape. No logos, no return address.

“Delivery for Gage Morgan,” the courier said, handing over a tablet to sign.

He scribbled his name and took the package. The courier nodded and disappeared down the hall, leaving him alone with the mystery.

He carried the box to the table and slit the tape. Inside lay a single item wrapped in brown paper: a notebook. His notebook. The one he and Cheyanne had used during the early NeuralWeave sessions, full of sketches, half-baked equations, and notes written in both their hands. He flipped through the pages slowly, the smell of old paper mixing with the faint trace of her perfume. On the inside cover, in her handwriting, was a single line: Keep building. It matters.

He ran a thumb over the ink, the curve of each letter pressing against something inside him. A faint smile ghosted across his face before he closed the book and set it gently on the table.

The world beyond his window was shifting. The fallout of the Titan leak had reached everywhere. Governments were drafting open-source ethics laws, universities were teaching his code as case study, and small start-ups had begun experimenting with the liberated architecture. NeuralWeave had become a foundation instead of a weapon.

He turned back to the laptop. The cursor blinked in patient rhythm, waiting for what came next. He typed slowly at first, rewriting old logic, refining structures. The hum of the machine became its own heartbeat, the rhythm steady and unhurried.

By midmorning, sunlight filled the room, gold and sharp across the desk. Dust motes floated through the light like tiny worlds, caught in suspension. He paused, sitting back to stretch, eyes half-closed. The city sounded alive again—the rush of people below, the whisper of voices carried up through open windows. It was messy and imperfect, but so was everything worth keeping.

He closed the laptop and stood, looking out over the skyline. Titan Tower still rose in the distance, its upper floors dark and unlit. For the first time, it didn’t look like a monument to power. It looked like a relic, an empty husk left behind by something greater.

The notebook still sat open on the table, the page with Cheyanne’s words catching the light. He walked over and tore out a single sheet, folding it neatly before slipping it into his jacket pocket.

He left the apartment without locking the door, walking down the narrow steps into the bright hum of morning. The street smelled of rain and roasted coffee. He passed strangers who didn’t know his name and didn’t care about what he’d done, and that anonymity felt like a gift.

At the corner café, he ordered a cup of black coffee and sat by the window, watching the crowd move past. In every face, in every small fragment of conversation, he saw what his work had always been reaching for—connection.

He pulled the notebook page from his pocket and unfolded it again, reading the line once more before setting it on the table. Then he smiled, took a sip of coffee, and opened his laptop.

The screen came alive, bright and waiting.

And this time, he began again—not from ambition, not from grief, but from the quiet certainty that creation itself was enough.
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The evening light stretched long across the city, fading from gold to indigo. Gage’s apartment had grown still again—his machines quiet, his work complete for the day. The smell of brewed coffee lingered faintly, though it had long gone cold beside his keyboard. On the screen, lines of fresh code scrolled upward, each one folding seamlessly into the next. The new system—unclaimed, unbranded—was alive now, distributed across networks that no longer belonged to anyone. It didn’t need a name. It only needed to exist.

He stood and walked to the window, the skyline cut into pieces by the glass. Titan Tower glimmered faintly in the distance, its top floors sealed and dark. The city moved around it with unbothered rhythm—traffic lights blinking through mist, late trains crossing bridges, the hum of life that had learned to move past its old gods. The silence in the apartment wasn’t empty anymore; it had texture, weight, a pulse that felt almost human.

He turned back to the desk and glanced at the open notebook—Cheyanne’s handwriting on the final page, the words that had kept him from collapsing into bitterness: Keep building. It matters. He hadn’t spoken to her since that night by the water. A message had come through the week before—no name, just a single photograph. A shoreline at dusk, waves washing over half-buried stones. Beneath it, two words: Still building.

He’d stared at it for a long time before saving it, a quiet understanding settling between them, an acknowledgment that the work they’d begun no longer belonged to either of them. It was out there now, breathing through countless hands and minds, remade again and again.

The wind through the open window caught the edges of the notebook, turning a page back to an old sketch—one of their first drafts, crude and unsteady. He smiled at the mess of it, the imperfection that made it real.

His phone buzzed softly on the table. Another message, this time from an unknown sender. It wasn’t text, just a link. He clicked it and watched a live feed load—a group of children in a classroom, using a stripped-down version of his system to translate sign language into color and motion. Their faces lit up as the projections shifted with their gestures. Laughter filled the small room through the tinny speakers.

Gage leaned closer, the glow of the screen painting his face. He hadn’t written this variation; someone else had taken the architecture and reshaped it into something kinder, smaller, more beautiful than he could have imagined.

He closed the window, sealing the night outside, and sat down again. The soft click of keys returned, each keystroke grounding him in the rhythm of creation. He wasn’t chasing perfection anymore. He was chasing continuity—the thread that tied every voice, every mind that touched his work.

Hours passed unnoticed. The city lights blurred through the window, and the cursor blinked at the bottom of the screen like a heartbeat. He paused once, stretching his fingers, then typed the last line of code and saved it. The file name glowed softly: QuietCode_1.0.

He uploaded it to the same open repository, attaching no authorship, no title, no claim. The network accepted it instantly, merging it into the web of other projects, other dreams. Somewhere out there, someone would find it, shape it, make it theirs.

He shut the laptop and exhaled, the breath long and steady. Outside, the faint whistle of a train wound through the streets, fading into the hum of the city. Gage reached for the notebook, slipped it into his bag, and turned off the light. The screens went dark, leaving the room bathed in the soft indigo of early night.

As he stepped out onto the balcony, the wind rose, carrying the sound of the city—voices, engines, laughter—all woven together in a living network. He listened for a moment, then smiled.

Everything was still moving, still building.
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A week after the morning he’d started over, the world outside had already changed again. What had begun as cautious headlines about the Titan collapse had turned into something larger—an open-source revolution rippling through universities, labs, and garages all over the planet. New projects were springing up daily, built on the foundation he’d released. The networks hummed with ideas that no one could own anymore.

Gage walked through the market district with his collar turned up, unrecognizable in the rush of the afternoon crowd. Digital billboards flashed the latest figures—Titan’s stocks in free fall, open repositories reaching millions of downloads, commentary from engineers arguing about the ethics of a world where no one could patent thought. He stopped at one corner stall where a young vendor was selling secondhand tablets preloaded with variations of the old NeuralWeave interface. The kid was maybe nineteen, bright-eyed, talking fast to anyone who’d listen.

“This version’s clean,” the vendor said, noticing Gage’s interest. “No corporate tracking, no data mining. The guy who freed it—whoever he was—he saved us years of being owned.”

Gage smiled faintly. “You believe that?”

“I know that,” the kid replied, proud. “They say he used to work at Titan. Genius, total ghost now. Nobody knows where he is.”

“Maybe that’s for the best,” Gage said, handing the tablet back.

He moved on, weaving through the noise and color of the market. A musician was playing an old acoustic guitar near a food cart, the melody simple and aching. Someone else was coding on a fold-out keyboard, their device balanced on their knees. The city felt alive in a way it hadn’t in years—less polished, more human.

He ducked into a small coffee shop near the edge of the district. It was crowded, full of chatter that spilled from every table. The screen above the counter was tuned to a local stream: two hosts discussing the spread of NeuralWeave’s derivatives. One of them called it a digital wildfire that refuses to burn out.

Gage ordered a coffee and sat in the corner, listening. The barista brought his drink over and lingered for a moment. “You look familiar,” she said, studying him.

“I get that sometimes,” he replied.

“Were you part of Titan?”

He hesitated before answering. “Once.”

Her expression softened. “Well, whoever you were then—thanks for what you did.” She left before he could respond.

He stared into the dark surface of the coffee, the reflection of the café lights trembling. The gratitude in her voice sat uneasily with him. He hadn’t done it for applause or redemption. He’d done it because there had been no other way to keep it alive without killing himself in the process.

Outside, rain began again, tapping softly against the windows. The sound pulled his focus back to the moment—the smell of espresso, the low hum of conversation, the feel of warmth seeping into his hands from the cup.

He pulled out his notebook, the one Cheyanne had sent back to him. He flipped through until he found a blank page and began sketching again, this time without urgency, without pressure. The pen moved easily, his thoughts steady. A design was forming—an interface that wasn’t built for speed or profit but for patience, for quiet.

When he looked up, the rain had slowed, and a sliver of sunlight was breaking through the clouds. The world outside glistened with color, reflections shifting on every wet surface. For the first time, he didn’t think of Titan when he looked at the city. He thought of the thousands of unknown hands now working on the same dream, reshaping it, making it better.

He closed the notebook and finished his coffee, savoring the last sip. As he left the café, the bell over the door chimed softly. The air smelled new again, full of something that wasn’t hope exactly, but something close—a steadiness, a promise that the work would go on long after he stopped.

Gage stepped into the light, shoulders relaxed, walking with the rhythm of the crowd. The city wasn’t his anymore. It didn’t need to be.


EPILOGUE


Months passed. The world did what it always did—adapted. Titan dissolved into fragments of smaller firms, its empire scattered like glass swept by the tide. The name NeuralWeave no longer belonged to anyone; it had become a living language threaded through countless systems, an invisible rhythm pulsing beneath daily life.

Somewhere along the coast, far from the spires and noise of the city, Gage built a small workspace overlooking the sea. The walls were lined with notebooks instead of screens, their pages filled with careful sketches, fragments of new ideas. When the tide rolled in, the water reached almost to the edge of the porch, close enough that he could feel the mist on his face.

Every morning he rose before sunrise. He’d walk down to the shoreline and stand with his feet in the cold surf, watching the horizon bleed light into the waves. The ocean sounded like static—soft, endless, alive. He’d think about the networks still growing out there, people reshaping his code into art, into medicine, into things he’d never imagined. He didn’t need to own it anymore. It was enough to know it was working.

Sometimes a message would appear on his tablet, unsigned but unmistakable. A single image: a child using one of the open frameworks to speak for the first time, or a field researcher transmitting data through his architecture from a village that had never known connectivity. The sender never explained, never added words. They didn’t need to.

On one such morning, another message arrived—a photo of the ocean from a different angle, the same water he was watching now, taken from farther down the coast. The caption read only: Still building.

He smiled, set the tablet aside, and opened his notebook. The first page was still blank. He began to write, slowly, methodically, like breathing.

By noon, the tide had receded, leaving wet sand gleaming under the sun. The sea moved in the rhythm of quiet work—advance, retreat, repeat—forever erasing and rewriting its surface.

Gage lifted his head, listening to the waves. Then he bent back over the page and kept writing.
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