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      I’m Riley McKay. The perfect boyfriend.

      Why? I’m rich, good looking, and can climb a mountain with my bare hands. I remember birthdays and anniversaries. And I’m a seriously decent guy.

      Your mom will love me. Your dad will respect me (in that grudging way dads do when they know you’re screwing their daughter).

      And when it ends, which—let’s be honest—it always does…

      I’m nice then too.

      There’s nothing missing from my rinse-and-repeat life. Definitely not the girl who walked away ten years ago without a word.

      The one who drops back into my life like a fireball when I least expect it.

      The only woman I couldn’t do ‘nice’ with.

      They say you can’t rise without the fall.

      With her, I’ve already fallen. And no matter how sexy she is, how beautiful, or confident or edgy… I won’t fall for Sam again.

      Because falling is easy. It’s getting up that’s a b*tch.
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      “That is one handsome dude. Sure he’s yours?” I looked from the baby to my best friend, Max. His eyes narrowed.

      “There’s a very short visitors list at the nurses’ station, Ry. I can’t remember why we put you on it.”

      Some babies are ugly. There’s no way around it. You still say nice things while channeling your inner Daniel-Day-Lewis-gunning-for-an-Oscar.

      I didn’t have to fake it.

      Sleepy, intelligent blue eyes peered back at me from his tiny face. He was all pale pink skin, with a smattering of dark hair on his head.

      Nestled in his parents’ arms in the private hospital room, he looked extraordinarily chill for only having been on the planet about three hours.

      As for his parents, Max’s electric blue eyes were soft, the tic in his jaw gone for the first time I could remember. Payton’s dark hair was pushed back from her heart-shaped face, and she looked beat but damned beautiful.

      “How was the delivery?”

      “About how you’d expect for pushing a volleyball out of your body. Did you bring it?” Payton asked hopefully.

      I held out the watermelon slushy.

      “You are a god, Riley McKay.”

      “I love it when women tell me that.” I set the massive bouquet of flowers I’d bought on the way over—apparently less popular than Payton’s favorite drink—on the particleboard table next to the bed. Judging by the card next to the giant stuffed teddy bear, I was second on the scene after Payton’s mom.

      Soon the place would be crawling with well-wishers.

      The news had sent ripples through Titan Games once I’d announced the CEO’s girlfriend had gone into labor this afternoon. Our company of quirky developers had been whispering and giggling like teenage girls at a Justin Bieber concert.

      I studied the new arrival. He had my friend’s chin, but everything else was Payton. “So. This dude got a name? I’ve always liked Riley, if you're looking for a—”

      “Tristan.” I’d expected the word from Payton, but it was my best friend who met my gaze. “Tristan Taylor Donovan.”

      I’d seen Max in a relationship before—married, in fact—but they never had this vibe that Max and Payton had.

      Payton was as driven as Max. An account manager at a bank, she worked with entrepreneurs and business owners of every shape and size, which was how they’d met. How she’d tamed my cynical but good-hearted friend was still a mystery of X-Files proportions.

      “What are you doing?” Max asked when I pulled out my phone.

      “Documenting. Sharing.” Payton smiled, my friend frowned, and Tristan continued to breathe as I clicked the camera button. “This is the Lion King. I am digital Rafiki.”

      I posted the photo to our team’s Slack channel, then pocketed the phone.

      “You’re a softie, Ry,” Payton commented.

      “I am a battle-hardened legal genius. I refuse to be described otherwise.”

      The last time I was in a maternity ward was when my older sister Grace gave birth to her daughter four years ago. My parents and my younger sister Annie and I had sat anxiously waiting. Grace’s husband Jeremy was in with her, and I’d felt a physical relief when my brother-in-law had stuck his head out and said everything was all clear.

      Now I was here with my best friend and the woman he loved.

      I’d forgotten how babies had a way of bringing up all the feels.

      “Just wait,” Payton told me. “This’ll be you soon.”

      I pretended to look offended, even as I bent to stroke Tristan’s soft cheek. “What makes you think I’m gunning to expand the McKay family? I work sixteen-hour days playing Spock to this guy’s Kirk.” I nodded to Max. “When I’m done, I barely have time to get to the gym and pay the mortgage.”

      Her mouth twitched. “You say that as if ‘in a relationship’ isn’t your natural state. You love to be in love, but it's been months since you dated. Something’s gotta give.”

      “Well, with Max off the market I might be Titan Games’ most eligible bachelor.”

      I don't harbor misconceptions about being alone forever. I'm tall, I work out, and I dress like I give a shit. I laugh a lot and love to make other people laugh. I remember birthdays and anniversaries like it’s my job.

      Which it’s not, because my real job is second-in-command at the world’s most cutting edge gaming company. That job pays for my suits, my Bentley, and my seven-figure-townhouse.

      But I've never had a hard time finding women whose company I enjoy, and who enjoy mine.

      When Maria broke up with me months ago, it looked from the outside like any of my other breakups: civilized, amicable, mutual.

      In reality, I'd been floored when she’d said it wasn’t working.

      “You don’t let people in, Riley.”

      “What are you talking about? We've been on a cruise together. We stayed in a hundred-square-foot cabin for five days. How much closer can you get?”

      “That's what I mean. You're charming—sometimes too much so—and easy to be around. But for all the time we spend together, you never talk about your past or your fears or what makes you sad. And you never talk about our future. I want someone to take the next step with. I know you're not ready to go there but I wonder if you ever will be.”

      “That's not fair.”

      “Isn't it? There’s part of you that you don’t show the world. And even when I'm with you, I don't get all of you. You hold some piece back. I’m not even sure you acknowledge it yourself. And I can’t be with someone who doesn’t show me all of him.”

      “What do you want me to say. That I love you? I've told you.”

      “I don't want that love, Riley. The kind that's always easy and smiling. I want love that's messy and honest. The kind that tears you apart and puts you back together again.”

      It was bullshit. We’d never so much as had a fight. Wasn’t that what women wanted? Someone to take them out, to make them laugh? Someone to take care of them and enjoy doing it?

      The breakup still bothered me. I was over Maria, but some mutinous part of me wondered if she was right. If there was something wrong with me.

      Since Max and I started Titan Games years ago as a way to launch his first game, Oasis, business had grown.

      Exponentially.

      We were two thirty-year-old guys from Boston who’d made millions on three bestselling games. We might not be household names, but Titan was.

      But here, in this hospital room with the bad lighting and yellowing linoleum, none of that seemed to matter.

      My best friend and the woman he adored more than anything had brought new life into the world.

      I might’ve had the car, the house, the stock portfolio.

      I didn’t have that. Someone who looked at me the way Payton looked at Max.

      As quickly as the thought came, I shoved it away. Self-pity is an indulgent emotion, especially for people that have money, success, friends, and family.

      “Can I borrow him for a second?” I asked Payton.

      “Max or Tristan?”

      “The former.”

      “It took all of three minutes until shop talk,” Payton teased.

      “I’ll have him back before that little guy can blink.” She waved a hand and Max followed me out into the hall. I let the door close behind us so we wouldn’t disturb Payton and Tristan.

      “I let the team know approvals would be slower than usual on the new version of the game. And…” I trailed off as his eyes glazed over. “Max. How’re you doing?”

      “Good. Really fucking good.”

      I threw myself at his tired frame, clapping him on the back. “Congrats, man. Listen. Don’t worry about Titan. I’ll take care of everything.”

      “We’ve got to keep moving on Omega.”

      “We will. I’ll keep you in the loop. But anything that needs doing, send to me. I’ll be your interim CEO.”

      A twenty-something nurse strode down the hall, flicking her eyes in our direction—Max, stocky in his jeans and black T-shirt, and me, rangy in my custom suit—before glancing at the chart under her arm.

      “I know you’re a control freak, but did we or did we not found this company together?”

      “Yeah. We did.”

      I nodded. “Good. Now, is there anything else I can do?”

      Max hesitated. “There is one thing.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a check and handed it to me. I glanced at the number of zeros.

      “Are we the kind of friends who move coke for each other? I think we need to talk about…” My gaze lingered on the addressee. “A gallery?”

      “It’s a present for Payton.”

      “Sure thing, Kanye.” His expression went blank. “You know, like a push present, for… never mind.”

      “If I don't drop this off tonight, I lose my deposit.”

      “Consider it done.” He gave me the address and I put it into my phone.

      His brows drew together. “There’s something I should tell you first.”

      “What, you think I’m going to embarrass you?” I glanced down at my suit. “I can fit in at an art gallery, Max. Ivy League graduates, alcohol, douchey jokes and hairpieces? It’s my natural habitat. You worry too damned much. Now get back to your girlfriend. And your baby. You need to take some embarrassing pictures for Tristan's high school yearbook.”

      As I made my way to the parking garage, I took another look at the photo I'd snapped of the three of them. Despite Max’s awkward expression, they looked in tune. Connected.

      In love.

      Not the kind of love you fall into because it’s easy.

      The kind you fall into because you can't do anything but fall.

      I slid into the Bentley, shoving away the feeling in my gut.

      I don't want that kind of love. Because what they don't tell you is after the fall…

      There's no one to pick you up.
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      “Red Bull.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. We don’t have Red Bull. Can I get you something else?”

      I stared at the bartender.

      The idea of operating for an evening without the friendly caffeine kick in the ass was incomprehensible.

      Like failing to go to work in the morning.

      Or hating Star Wars.

      I nodded to the bottle of red wine on the pop-up bar between us and turned to take in the space around me.

      The contemporary art gallery was two stories high with a loft. Soaring windows made it almost see-through—a glass box lit from the inside set against the dark night. Most of the bright canvases covering the white interior walls were nearly as tall as I was.

      The place was humming with activity. It was the kind of elegant that meant no one bumped elbows unless they wanted to.

      I was suddenly glad I’d passed my coat and scarf to the attendant near the door. The heat hit me, and as I scanned the room, I noticed the giant slate fireplace taking up one wall.

      The bartender poured, then set the glass in front of me.

      “I’m looking for the owner.”

      He nodded to the other side of the room.

      The man talking to buyers was shorter than me but equally well-dressed. The gray in his hair was starting to dominate the dark brown underneath.

      “Jonathan,” I said as I approached.

      He turned and a smile snapped into place. “Yes.”

      I pulled the check from my pocket and held it out. “From Max Donovan.”

      “You work for him?”

      “With him,” I corrected as he took the check and tucked it away. “He couldn’t make it tonight.”

      He gave me a nod, and I wondered if everything he did had the same smooth motion. “I’ll have the painting shipped tomorrow. I wanted it up for our opening this evening.”

      “It’s one of these?” I asked.

      “Of course.” He crossed to a canvas in the center of one wall. It was a set of rolling hills, speckled with houses at twilight. It could’ve been something from one of our games.

      I don’t know why it still surprised me Max had tricks up his sleeves after twenty years. Buying art wasn’t something I’d have pegged him as doing, and as beautiful as the picture was, I couldn’t see my best friend’s tastes in the shifting oranges and mauves of the sun-drenched sky.

      “Do you know why he chose this?” I asked.

      “Couldn't say. But it's a wonderful example of the artist’s range.”

      My gaze fell on the tag.

      Sunset. Samantha Martinez.

      The hairs on my neck and arms stood up despite the heat.

      I stood, frozen on the spot as words like “negative space” and “organic” and “saturation” wafted around me like the scent of upper-class posturing.

      “Are you alright, Mr…?”

      “McKay. Fine.” I turned, scanning the room. All I saw were groups of adults in twos and threes, well-dressed and clustered around paintings.

      In one corner a boy dressed like he was doing a reading for church was sitting on the hardwood floor playing on a tablet. But it was the woman approaching him that caught my attention.

      The dress skimmed her body, following each slow curve in a way that was discrete yet sensual all at once. The red fabric came high around her neck but left her arms bare and ended midway down her thighs. Her hair was a shining curtain that fell straight to her shoulder blades.

      I don’t believe in God. I do believe the universe, or quantum physics, or something else entirely derives a supernatural joy from fucking with us.

      Dear universe. You sure as hell don’t do things halfway.

      The woman waited until the kid looked up, then offered a hand.

      The boy followed her to the largest painting, and I strained to hear them as she murmured to him, stretching out a hand to touch the canvas. He reluctantly did the same.

      “Aiden!” Anther woman bustled up to the child, grabbing his arm and yanking him away.

      “There's the artist now.” Jonathan's voice cut into my study. “Would you like to meet her?”

      I sipped my wine, the darker notes dancing over my tongue and down my throat. “Yes. I think I would.”

      We crossed to the woman in red, her gaze still in the direction of the kid and his mom as she played absently with the neckline of her dress.

      “Whatever was that child doing?” Jonathan scoffed.

      “Daring to interact with art instead of playing on a screen.” Her voice was low, tinged with disappointment and mirth in equal measure.

      “I'll have him removed.”

      “The one person under thirty in this gallery is grounded,” I commented under my breath. “He's doing his penance.”

      The woman turned, and the face that greeted me when she turned didn’t need firelight. She was lit from the inside.

      Her face was oval, her nose a bit too small. Her full lips were painted red to match her dress. My favorite part of her had always been her eyes, framed by dark lashes so thick it was a wonder she could lift her eyelids.

      As they landed on me, those eyes were huge and hazel and brimming with incredulity.

      “Samantha. This is Mr. McKay. He's an admirer,” Jonathan said, half-distracted by something across the room. Probably looking for the would-be felon. “Excuse me a moment.” He darted off through the crowd.

      “An admirer?” She raised a brow. “I find that hard to believe.”

      The feeling started in my chest. An impossible expanding, like a helium balloon. Her gaze pulled down my body and I ducked my head to catch her eye. “What—my fly’s down?”

      “No. I never thought I’d see you without a chain wallet.”

      “I never thought I’d see you in a dress.” I stepped closer to her, allowing a group of patrons to pass by on the way to the exit. “I like it.”

      “Apparently people buy more art when the artist isn't wearing Converse sneakers.” She shot me a look. “It's my first gallery show. Figure I'd learn the rules before breaking them.”

      I glanced back up at the canvas. The landscape was a field of flowers watched over by moody clouds. The painting was done with a skilled hand. One that knew how to evoke emotions from the audience. Grab them, play with them, twist them.

      “Well, the people suck,” I commented, thinking of the woman who'd dragged her son away. “But the art’s pretty fucking great.”

      Sam expelled a breath, glancing past me. “I told myself if I sold five paintings by the end of opening night, I'd celebrate.”

      “Oh yeah? How?”

      “Buying myself a pie. The biggest one I can find. And I'm eating the whole thing myself.” I barked out a laugh that had a few heads turning. I could've cared less.

      Sam’s mouth curved at the corner, and when that tiny movement blossomed into a full-blown smile, nostalgia hit me like a damned anvil.

      Some people are meant to be in your life forever. Others make graceful exits into the night.

      Now, standing close enough to touch her…

      I remembered why it’d taken so long to let go.

      “What's your excuse?” she asked, nodding to my suit.

      “Lawyer.”

      “I see,” she murmured.

      “I own cufflinks. And, technically, half a gaming company.”

      She lifted a shoulder, dragging my attention to her curves under the dress. “I’m surprised.”

      “That I clean up so well?”

      “That you're Max Donovan’s guard dog. The Riley I knew wouldn't have settled for that.”

      Before I could respond, Jonathan descended from nowhere. “Samantha, there's someone else who would like to meet you.”

      I wondered if he was pimping her out by the minute. At least until I noticed his hand on the small of her back.

      Maybe I'd gotten too close and the graying wolf had come to defend his territory.

      With a last look, she turned to follow him.

      The Riley I knew wouldn't have settled for that.

      The words rang in my ears, a dull buzzing I couldn't shake.

      By every objective standard I was successful. Had an Ivy League law degree, made my first million by twenty-five.

      I couldn't remember the last time someone had given me a dressing down like that. Outside of a negotiation, at least.

      It took a second before I noticed my phone vibrating in my pocket.

      I reached to switch it off, noticing the LA number. Probably some contract we were working on.

      I sized up the room, forcing my gaze past Jonathan and Sam and saw a man and woman discussing whether to buy a painting.

      I crossed to them, glancing at the discreet tag on the wall.

      “This one’s no longer for sale,” I offered, pleasant.

      The man blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I’m buying it.”

      “But… We were here first.”

      “You were looking. I’m taking action. My girlfriend will love this. Coco loves art.” I winked at the woman on his arm as I reached into my pocket.

      He held up a hand. “Now hold on a second. I want this painting.”

      I shook my head. “No. I get this for my woman, it’s going to be worth my while. If you know what I mean.” The man frowned. “But I’ll tell you what. I’ll outbid you for it. The lady can be our auctioneer.”

      She grinned, happy to assume her new role. “Fine. We’ll start the bidding at… twelve thousand?”

      “Twelve.” I said it without hesitating.

      “Thirteen,” the impromptu auctioneer said, gaining confidence.

      With a swallow, the other man said, “Done.”

      “Fourteen.” I nodded.

      “Fifteen thousand.” His forehead beaded with sweat. I turned back to the painting, a grin on my face.

      “I’m going to get so lucky tonight,” I told him in my most earnest voice. “The things Coco is going to let me do to her—”

      “Fifteen.” He spat the word, and I lifted my hands, graciously conceding defeat.

      “Well done. I suggest you have this wrapped up before I think of being less than a gentleman and going back on my word.”

      I watched the proud winner cross to Jonathan, who was still talking with Sam.

      The man said something that caused them both to look in my direction.

      I turned back to the painting I’d had no intention of buying and counted in my head.

      One.

      Two.

      Though now that I looked at it, there was a wall in my spare—

      “What the hell was that.” Sam was beside me, a beacon of red in a bustling, twinkling room.

      “I made you an extra five thousand on the list price,” I murmured into my wine glass.

      “Meaning?”

      I grinned. “Meaning you'd better make it a great fucking pie.”

      Her chin lifted, and the overhead lights found new angles on her cheeks, her lips.

      Her gaze sparked. “I take it back,” she said under her breath. “Even without the chain wallet, you haven’t changed a bit, Lee.”

      An innocent syllable shouldn’t have the power to suck the breath from your lungs or make your body clench.

      But she faltered too. Once the nickname came out, she looked every bit as surprised to say it as I was to hear it.

      In that instant, memories rushed at me in a wave. Colliding, competing, drowning me with the sheer force and feel of them.

      The decade that'd passed was gone.

      She was the old Sam.

      My Sam.

      The one I’d had a million inside jokes with.

      The one who’d drawn tattoos on my arm with a Bic pen.

      The one who taught me how to be a rock when someone was being thrown around by the waves.

      Despite every part of my body saying it was a bad idea, I stepped closer. Her scent flooded my nose, familiar and new at once.

      “Max and his girlfriend had a baby tonight.”

      “Give them my congratulations.” But her eyes widened, like she wasn't sure how she felt about the fact that we were inches apart, that she had to angle her head to hold my gaze.

      I set my empty glass on the tray of a passing waiter. “Did you know Max bought one of these?”

      Her fingers found the seam of her dress as she nodded. “I ran into him at an event recently and sent him the link to the show. He asked which one I thought his girlfriend would like.” Her gaze softened. “Max Donovan in love, and a dad. Never thought I’d see that.”

      “What about you?”

      Her eyes darkened from caramel to chocolate. “You mean what about love? I’m in love with my art.”

      My phone buzzed again, and for once I wished I didn't have to leave.

      Even though I shouldn't have, I said, “There’s one problem with loving art.”

      “What's that?”

      I pulled out my coat claim ticket, allowing myself one last look at her face before I turned for the exit. “It can’t love you back.”
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      There’s a perception that people who make video games are either hella glamorous or still live in their parents’ basement.

      The amount of time I spend at Comic Con or in media interviews or actually playing games is laughable in comparison to the time I spend pouring over spreadsheets, reviewing legal agreements, and sitting in on teleconferences.

      Sure, I consume more Red Bull per annum than most small European nations. But I don’t wear sweatpants, I don’t live on pizza from the shared kitchen, and my acne cleared up well before I won my first mock trial in law school.

      Before Titan became a company, it was a game. One Max had made when he dropped out of college. I’d helped with the business side. When it took off, we looked at each other and said, “Let’s keep going.” Since then we’d put out a follow-up hit, Phoenix, that broke all of Oasis’s records as the number one indie game of all time.

      That business now paid for more than forty staff in five countries, many of which worked outside my office.

      We’d released to the media that our newest game, Omega, followed the story of the last person on Earth in a post-apocalyptic world, facing down every demon nature and hell could throw at him in his quest to find safety and ultimately rebuild the planet.

      What no one knew was that we were investing in new, state-of-the-art gameplay to make it happen.

      Gameplay that, apparently, was even more fucking expensive than I’d thought.

      People who aren’t entrepreneurs think working in tech is like living in the Wolf of Wall Street. Money, coke, and ass for days.

      It’s not.

      Since the launch of the Phoenix game, Max and I’d been making bank to rival some Fortune 500 CEOs. We also paid our staff above market rates, something non-negotiable as far as I’m concerned.

      But it’s always a dance. Budgeting enough to get us through launches, ensuring distributors and retailers pay us in time, and selling enough to cover the gambles we take.

      With Omega, I thought we had…

      At least until I saw the latest payroll numbers for development, which looked even bigger in the unrelenting LEDs of my computer screen.

      “What the fuck, Max?” For this much money we could be building a new internet, not just a game.

      The cell phone on my desk interrupted my dark thoughts.

      “Riley McKay,” I grunted.

      “Mr. McKay. I have David Stern with Epic Studios. Let me put him through.”

      I’d been playing phone tag with his office in LA since he'd left a cryptic voicemail the night before.

      I leaned back in my chair, propping my feet up on the desk and scanning my corner office at Titan as I waited.

      My Rolling Stones poster occupied wall space next to my motivational poster of a rock climber standing on top of a mountain that says AMBITION: Climb as high as you can dream. Then choke on the lack of oxygen.

      Neither the motivation nor the irony was comforting.

      “Riley.” The voice that came on the line was peppy. The head of a Scout band gearing up for the first camping trip of the year. “David Stern.”

      “David. What can I do for you?”

      “Our film option on Phoenix is expiring end of December.”

      “If you’re looking for an extension, send me a memo. I’ll review it with our management team.”

      In other words, me and Max in beanbag chairs.

      “We don’t want an extension. We want to exercise the option.”

      My feet dropped off the desk and my chair snapped upright with a metallic clank. “Excuse me?”

      “We want to exercise the option,” he repeated. “We’re going to make a film.”

      I hadn’t had enough energy drinks today to induce hallucinations, so I switched to speakerphone to pull up the agreement without cutting off the call.

      More than a year ago, I’d brokered the deal giving them the chance to turn our most recent hit game into a movie. It was a step in the process, ticking a checkbox to maximize dollars from our launch. These things rarely went anywhere, but I was doing my job.

      “We’ve got someone working on a script,” he went on. “And we’re talking to potential directors. Of course, we intend to keep your team updated. We’ll have to decide how to involve Titan in pre-production. Then there’s licensing, merchandising…”

      His words blurred together as I pulled up a file.

      There it was. The agreement, signed by David Stern at Epic Studios and a team of attorneys, authorizing the fat check we’d collected in exchange for the right to put our concept in their thick stack of ideas.

      “Riley? You still with me?”

      I did eight figure deals in my sleep, but for some reason since he’d uttered the word “film,” I was having trouble processing.

      I rubbed both hands through my hair, my heart pounding. “I’m here. One question, David.”

      “Sure.”

      “Are you fucking with me?”

      Max had bought the tenth and eleventh floors of the modern building at once, the first for Titan and the second for him. I’d always preferred to have a line between work and home life, even if it was imaginary more often than not.

      I made my way up the stairs to the eleventh floor. There was no point knocking on the door of Max and Payton’s suite. The entrance was always unlocked.

      Since Payton had moved in with Max more than a year ago, she had added softer touches to the marble and industrial feel of the massive condo.

      “Vodka at noon?” I asked Max as I spied my friend in the kitchen, barefoot in his usual uniform of black T-shirt and worn jeans. I eyed up the clear liquid in his lowball glass. “Tell me we’re not going there again.”

      He lifted a finger to his lips. “Water,” he grunted. “Tristan’s finally asleep. So’s Payton. I need to do approvals on the current MVP. I thought I’d get them done last night but I fell asleep on my computer.” The circles under his eyes had me doing a double take. Usually my friend worked long hours, but I’d never seen him look ready to cameo in The Walking Dead. “I woke up to a bunch of garbage code and key-shaped dents in my face.”

      An hour earlier, I’d planned to drop the issue of overspending on man hours for Omega at his feet. It was his responsibility that we’d been using too much developer time on the new game.

      But that was before everything changed.

      “I have news,” I announced.

      “They’re introducing a twenty-fifth hour in the day.”

      “Even better. Epic’s exercising their film option.” His expression went blank. “I just got off the phone. Phoenix is going to be a movie. A nine-figure-budget, CGI-artist’s-wet-dream, Whedon-worthy production.”

      He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Huh.”

      “Let me help you. ‘Riley, you’re a genius. This is the best thing to happen to me since Nintendo 64.’” Adrenaline rushed through me. “This is a game changer, Max. Aside from the fact that we both just moved from the ninetieth to the ninety-fifth percentile of coolest people on the planet, it gives Titan visibility. Licensing opportunities. New revenue streams.” I paused for breath.

      Max shook his head, but the weariness had fallen away a few degrees, replaced by disbelief. “Shit.”

      “Right there with you.”

      Of the two of us, Max was the real gamer and I was the film buff. I’d seen every superhero movie of the last twenty years.

      No, thirty.

      Having someone turn our latest hit game into a movie would be the culmination of everything I’d wanted.

      Today was like getting a new Avengers movie on Christmas, delivered to your door by Robert Downey Jr. and Scarlett Johansson.

      “I just wanted to deliver the good news. Oh, and one more thing. I dropped off your check at the gallery. When were you going to tell me you’d run into Sam Martinez?”

      Wariness edged into his expression. “I tried to at the hospital the other night. I know you guys were… complicated.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “What is it you think happened?”

      “If I had to guess?” He shrugged. “After living in each other’s heads senior year, she broke your heart. Or you broke hers.”

      I shoved a hand through my hair. “Sounds about right.”

      I turned for the door.

      “Well?” he called after me in a half-whisper, half-shout. “Which is it?”
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      “Who can solve this equation? Nobody? Come now, we’ve just spent twenty minutes factoring cubic functions. Miss Taylor and Mr. McKay, would you kindly stop flirting long enough to…”

      I glanced up as my math teacher, Mr. Hopper trailed off.

      Lauren, who sat two seats ahead of me, had been leaning back over the empty desk between us going on about a party I'd missed. Sometimes I swear high school girls get paid by the word.

      It was her giggling that had attracted the attention of our teacher.

      At least until we’d been saved by the girl in the doorway.

      She was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, a backpack dangling from one arm. Her skin was warm like caramel and her hair was dark, almost black, and longer than any of the other girls’ in our year. Her head came halfway up the doorframe, and for a second I wondered if she was a junior.

      “Miss Martinez.” Hopper read from the sheet of yellow legal paper she handed him. “Would you like to introduce yourself to the class?”

      “Pretty sure you just did.” Her voice was deep, and she said it like a fact, not like a burn.

      “There’s a seat for you.” He pointed and the girl, with a gaze that slid over the entire classroom in one long, wary pass, wound her way back to the desk between me and Lauren.

      I tuned out of math—I could’ve solved the equation the second he’d put it on the board—and studied the girl in front of me.

      She was physically tiny. One of my arms would probably go around her entire body.

      But she didn't seem small. Maybe it was the way her eyes had flashed when she’d taken her seat. Like there was something giant inside her, waiting to get out.

      When the teacher assigned the class to do some work and ducked out into the hall, I shifted out of my chair to peek over her shoulder.

      “What’re you working on?”

      Well damn. New girl had an edge.

      “That’s Frank Miller.”

      She covered the drawing with both hands in a black belt defensive move. “It’s none of your business.”

      “This is high school. Everything’s everyone’s business.” I took her raised brow as an invitation. “That’s Sin City. Gail. And Dwight.” Surprise flashed across her face. “The comic was incredible and the movie was underrated. They could’ve done more with it, but…” I shrugged. “I’m Riley. This is Max.”

      My friend lifted his chin in hello from the next desk over.

      After a moment’s hesitation, she replied, “Sam.”

      “Sam like Samantha.”

      “Sam like Sam.”

      Now that I saw her up close, she was the kind of pretty my sisters would spend hours in front of the mirror to achieve. But instead of playing it up, she played it down.

      She couldn't erase them entirely. Her eyes, which couldn't decide if they were green or brown, were framed with dark lashes. In their depths was curiosity, intelligence, plus something I couldn’t read but wanted to.

      “Hey. You have lunch plans?” I asked on impulse.

      Max muttered something inaudible next to me.

      Sam looked between us. “Eating was the plan.”

      “Good. You’re showing me those.” I nodded toward the drawings.

      “I'm not showing you anything.”

      “What?” It was her turn to surprise me.

      “I said no. Have you heard the word before?” Something in the way she said it made me wonder if she'd caught Lauren's display of literal back-bending to get my attention.

      “Mr. McKay.”

      I straightened in my chair, looking around Sam as she turned to face the front. “Mr. Hopper.” I met the teacher’s narrowed gaze. The rest of the room had fallen silent.

      “How are those proofs coming along?

      “They’re as good as self-evident.”

      I thought I saw Sam’s shoulders shake, and pleasure rushed through me.

      Oh, yeah. This girl was different.

      I wanted to know who she was. Where she came from.

      I wanted to know everything.

      [image: ]

      “Epic sent some concept art. Assuming you’re awake enough to take a look,” I told Max the next day in his office.

      I opened the attachment on my phone. Max scanned through the half dozen images of the title character, the Phoenix, and her band of misfits.

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s crap.”

      “You get that when a studio options your work, it gives them exactly that. Options.”

      “Remind me why we did that?”

      I scribbled a number on a Post-It. Underlined it. “Tristan’s college tuition. Grad school in his field of choice. A down payment on his first house, depending on whether he opts for two years of grad studies or four, and the neighborhood…”

      Max shot me a look.

      “Payton thinks I’m funny,” I insisted.

      “Payton cares about the feelings of all living things. She found a spider in the stairwell last week and carried it outside to the garden so it wouldn’t get stepped on.”

      With a few keystrokes, Max pulled the images David had sent up on his monitor. “Still shit,” he declared. “Would you go see this movie?”

      I studied the first image on the screen. A composite of the full cast, in comic-rendered glory.

      Except that Max was right. It wasn’t glorious.

      I clicked through to the next image, a wide pan of a battlefield. It didn’t look like some surreal world.

      In fact…

      It looked like my uncle’s hundred acre spread in Kansas.

      “What if we send them something better? In the spirit of collaboration.” I recalled what David had told me about them being open to our input. “Can Katie do this?” One of our artists in Cape Town was responsible for much of the original work on Phoenix.

      Max shook his head. “She’s at capacity on Omega.”

      “What about Sam.” The idea popped out of nowhere.

      “Sam who.”

      I blinked at him. “What do you mean Sam who? Sam Martinez.”

      “She paints landscapes.” He glanced toward a wrapped white rectangle leaning against the wall.

      I retrieved it, unwrapping the canvas and carrying it to Max’s desk.

      This was one of the smaller paintings from the gallery; I could hold it in my arms.

      In contrast to the art on the monitor, Sam’s work took on moody, surreal shapes. Even the trees looked alive.

      “She didn’t always.” Without waiting for a response, I set the painting down and jogged downstairs. No one at their desks looked up as I crossed to my office, where I dug in the closet for a file box in the back, then returned upstairs.

      I dropped the box on Max’s desk a few minutes later, shuffling through photos and yearbooks to get to the bottom.

      “Shouldn’t this shit be at your house?”

      “Doesn’t match my décor.” I found what I wanted, then flipped open the cover of the binder, revealing sketches that were tucked carefully into plastic protectors.

      The first was Sin City characters.

      The second X-Men.

      The third was a world we’d made up in our own minds, talking and dreaming like kids with their whole lives ahead of them.

      Max pulled the last image out of the binder, holding it up next to his screen.

      The characters were different, the quality was different, but Sam’s looked larger than life.

      “I’m going to ask her,” I decided.

      Max’s skeptical look as he replaced the sheet of paper had me folding my arms. “What?”

      “You expect me to believe this is about helping Titan?”

      “What else would it be about.” My voice had a warning edge.

      “You haven’t had a girlfriend in a while. Now you run into Sam, the living breathing one that got away.”

      “I'm still waiting for your point.”

      “You miss having someone to… woo,” he said finally.

      I raised my brows. “You think I’m looking for someone to ‘woo’? This isn’t Elizabethan England, Max.”

      He passed the drawings back to me without another look. “If you was anyone else I’d say you miss having someone to fuck, but you don’t operate that way with women. It’s more—”

      “Civilized? First, sue me if I’d rather date than get hammered and grope some girl at a bar I won’t even recognize the next day. And second…I’m not trying to make Sam either of those.”
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